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The Energy Assistance Fund (EAF) is a voluntary, nonprofit fuel fund that provides 

grants to income qualified utility customers in an effort to help those customers avoid electricity 

service disconnection. The administering utility and the energy industry as a whole is undergoing 

transformative change, resulting in a projected decrease of fundraising capacity for EAF among 

its most substantial donor pool  - utility shareholders and employees. Utility customers represent 

a small percentage of EAF donors, despite the significant size of the customer base. Through a 

series of ethnographic interviews and secondary research, this thesis seeks to understand the 

demographics and motivations of utility customers who donate to EAF in order to help improve 

EAF’s fundraising strategy and donor solicitations to eventually grow customer donations. The 

goal of EAF is to maintain or grow donations from 2014 levels so the Fund can continue to serve 

income qualified customers facing energy poverty. This thesis provides a contextual review of 

fuel funds; challenges faced by the energy and utility industry; the politics and culture of energy; 

as well as nonprofit sector fundraising challenges and cultures/motivations of giving. This thesis 

includes client deliverables such as thick description of donor motivation, motivation themes and 

a donor motivation map, demographic data which could be used to target solicitations, and lastly 

a series of recommendations for EAF to improve its fundraising strategy.   
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CHAPTER 1 

DESCRIPTION OF APPLIED THESIS 

1.1 Historical Context 

“Electricity is arguably the central symbol of globalizing modernity and its associated 

urban consumption styles. Lacking it, [people] are placed in situations of both material and 

symbolic poverty” (Love and Garwood 2013:147). This quote provides the foundation of this 

applied thesis. Fuel funds in the United States were designed to help protect low income 

populations from energy insecurity – material and symbolic poverty. A fuel fund is a program 

that provides direct bill payment assistance to gas and/or electric utility customers who meet 

certain income qualifications, often set at 200% of federal poverty guidelines. Murray and Mills 

2014 summarized the establishment of fuel funds, which stemmed from the severe energy price 

shocks of the 1970s and 1980s. These spikes spurred the United States Congress to safeguard 

low-income households and utility companies. Utility companies, being incredibly important to 

the United States’ economy, needed to be kept from going under. Given the rapid increase of 

energy prices, utilities were faced with either continuing service while losing revenue, or 

terminating service to customers who were unable to pay, which would have been an extremely 

unpopular move, given that it would have endangered the health and safety of customers in 

extreme climates, and drastically reduced quality of life.  

In 1981 Congress passed the Home Energy Act, Title XXVI of the 1981 Omnibus Budget 

Reconciliation Act to fund block grants for a new federal program entitled Low-income Home 

Energy Assistance Program (LIHEAP). LIHEAP “provided a flexible mechanism for states, 

utility companies, and low-income households to address difficulties associated with household 

energy insecurity” (Murray and Mills 2014:812). A domino effect followed, where many utilities 
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and nonprofits across the nation established their own energy assistance programs in addition to 

LIHEAP. Many state and local governments also began to establish mandates through their 

public utilities commissions to provide different forms of energy assistance to income qualified 

customers.  

In 1982, Southern California Edison (SCE) partnered with the United Way of Greater Los 

Angeles to establish the Energy Assistance Fund (EAF) for income qualified households 

serviced by SCE. United Way serves as the fiscal agent and administrator of EAF. SCE is the 

largest regulated electric utility in Southern California. EAF is SCE’s nonprofit bill payment 

assistance program, also known as a fuel fund, funded through voluntary donations from SCE 

shareholders, employees, and customers. EAF offers up to $100 in electric bill payment 

assistance to income qualified customers once in a 12 month period. If the customer has an all-

electric home, they can receive up to $200 toward their SCE bill. Assistance is only applied to 

the customer’s energy charges, not towards deposits or any other required fees. To qualify, 

recipients must be at or below 200% of Federal Poverty Guidelines, must be SCE customers, 

must reside in the home, must be 18 years of age or older, and must have the SCE bill in their 

name (or the spouse). Additionally, this assistance is only available for customers on residential 

rates. Customers apply for EAF assistance through a network of volunteer, community based, 

organizations (most of which are social service organizations and nonprofits themselves) 

overseen by United Way.   

EAF is the subject of this applied thesis, and the department at SCE that operates EAF 

and oversees the program management is the Client. Returning for a moment to the opening 

quote: This thesis seeks to understand the culture of giving among EAF donors so that 

fundraising strategies can be improved, donations can be increased, and income qualified 
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households can receive energy assistance in times of crisis when they are immediately in threat 

of electric service termination, in order to not be placed in situations of symbolic and material 

poverty due to a lack of electricity. Given drastic changes occurring in the utility sector as a 

result of technological advances, increasing competitiveness in renewable energy, and aging 

infrastructure (i.e. according to the New York Department of Public Service 2015 staff white 

paper, deregulation of both transmission and distribution occurred in 2015 in New York – which 

indicates utilities will no longer have a monopoly over transmission projects, often their main 

source of revenue), utilities are moving away from an operating model designed to “delight” the 

customer to a focus on just doing the core aspects of the business as effectively and efficiently as 

possible. This focus on ensuring the future of the company itself through operational excellence 

(with some associated downsizing) at SCE has resulted in a decrease of philanthropic giving to 

nonprofits like EAF, providing another critical reason why EAF needs to find alternative funding 

sources in customers instead of relying almost exclusively on SCE employees and shareholders. 

This historical context is described in greater detail in Chapter 2.  

1.2 Project Overview 

Given the historical context of fuel funds, their challenges with fundraising, the dimensions 

of the People Problem (discussed in Chapter 2), institutional constraints, and the conflicting 

business model of a utility, the Client desired an applied anthropology project that would help 

address the fundraising challenge of limited customer donations through greater knowledge of 

existing customer donor motivations. This project provided an opportunity to incorporate 

theories and methods common to anthropological research in order to establish a better 

understanding of existing SCE customers who donate to EAF. In particular, who are they, what 

do they look like demographically, what motivates them to donate to EAF, is there a separate 
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motivation that drives them to give to EAF in lieu of more illustrious charitable causes, does 

their existing knowledge of utility assistance programs have any bearing on their donation or 

perception of SCE, does the donation process itself have any bearing on their donations, can a 

profile or profiles be created for use in targeting and designing solicitations, and lastly, how can 

all of this information be applied to increasing donations received from SCE customers to offset 

the Company’s need to reduce administrative costs. If SCE is moving away from large 

philanthropic donations and EAF Program Management’s goal is to maintain the previous year’s 

donation levels, EAF must increase donations received from sources other than the Company 

(i.e. private donors, or SCE customers). 

I was able to make the connection with this Client due to my employment with the Client. I 

have been an employee of Southern California Edison since 2008, and have been employed with 

SCE all throughout my studies at the University of North Texas. My manager at SCE oversees 

the EAF and CARE programs at SCE. My manager was aware of my studies and focus on the 

Anthropology of Energy. I approached my manager regarding this research opportunity and my 

manager enthusiastically agreed to sponsor this applied thesis and research. My manager (Site 

Sponsor) and I have maintained an extremely positive relationship throughout the project, 

including monthly meetings and a commitment to allow me to continue conducting similar 

research for EAF on a going forward basis.  

This study was an ethnographic, anthropological dive into the energy industry, laser focused 

on one specific program related to energy affordability for low income households serviced by 

one utility. The primary research objective was to identify what drives SCE customers to donate 

to EAF and what these donors “look like,” in order for the Client to ultimately improve its 

fundraising efforts and further assist low income households facing disconnection. The project 
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was completed in four stages between March and December 2015, starting with a literature 

review. SCE mailed a recruitment letter to SCE customers who donated to EAF within the past 6 

months since the beginning of the study in March. Monthly meetings took place with the Site 

Sponsor to discuss progress. Data collection was done via in depth interviews with SCE 

customers who had donated to EAF in the past six months. A statistical analysis of the donors’ 

known demographics was also completed. Exploratory data collection was utilized to establish 

the main focus, while semi-structured data collection was used to more deeply examine the 

elements identified through the exploratory phase. The project employed quantitative and 

qualitative data analysis methods and techniques. The findings were used by the Client to inform 

the fundraising section of their 2016 EAF strategic plan, such as an annual mailer to solicit 

customer donors. Typically the Client developed the annual mailer in August of each year, 

however, in 2015, the mailer was not developed until November. The results of this work gave 

the Client the unique opportunity to apply the findings of this research at a high level to the 2015 

mailer, which was an unexpected benefit for the Client. 

1.3 Description of Organization and Company 

According to www.SCE.com and www.edison.com (as of February 11, 2016), SCE is the 

largest subsidiary of Edison International. It is one of the United States’ largest electric utilities 

servicing the Southern, Central, and Costal areas of California, including the counties of Fresno, 

Imperial, Inyo, Kern, Kings, Los Angeles, Madera, Mono, Orange, Riverside, San Bernardino, 

Santa Barbara, Tuolumne, Tulare, and Ventura. The service territory spans approximately 50,000 

square miles, providing electricity to approximately 14 million people. SCE is headquartered in 

Rosemead in the county of Los Angeles and has been located in California since it was 

established in 1886 by. SCE was established in 1886. The Company’s mission is to provide safe, 
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reliable, affordable, clean power.  SCE is an investor-owned utility, regulated by the California 

Public Utility Commission (CPUC). The company has a long history of providing reliable 

service and investing in renewable power, including the first hydroelectric power station in the 

entire Western half of the nation in the early 1900s. This commitment to “clean” energy and 

renewable power is as strong as ever with SCE having the largest renewable power portfolio 

nationwide of approximately 24%. SCE is also a national leader in energy efficiency and 

environmental stewardship, holding a myriad of awards from Energy Star, the Environmental 

Protection Agency, and countless other environmental and community service groups.  

On their website SCE also claims a strong philanthropic culture. SCE estimates its total 

community impact at over $26 million with employee volunteering valued at $4 million, 

employee donations at $3 million, 192 thousand employee volunteer hours logged, and $20 

million in shareholder donations. A part of this is the Energy Assistance Fund (EAF). EAF 

receives a $1 million shareholder donation from SCE, which is 100% tax deductible because 

every cent is granted to income qualified SCE customers struggling to pay their electric bill to 

avoid disconnection of electric service. Administration of EAF is paid through an additional 

grant given to United Way. Qualified customers can receive up to $100 during any single 12 

month period to pay their electric bill. SCE also offers additional funds for program 

administration and operation, allowing 100% of all donations from all categories (shareholder, 

customer, employee) to go directly to customers in need. Overall, the return on investment ratio 

from the operational dollars across all donations raised from all categories is over 300%. The 

Energy Assistance Fund (EAF) is a tax-exempt nonprofit organization administered by the 

United Way of Greater Los Angeles and SCE, which offers direct utility bill payment assistance 

to SCE’s income qualified customers. SCE partnered with the United Way of Greater Los 
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Angeles in 1982 to establish EAF. United Way is the fiscal agent and administrator of EAF. Both 

SCE and United Way have two dedicated staff members to administer/operate EAF. United 

Way’s focus is on managing the agencies that intake customer applications, verifying customer 

eligibility, and financial reporting, where SCE’s focus is on the day to day operations of 

administering the grants to customer accounts, marketing, and fundraising.  

On the SCE side, the overall program management of EAF is twofold: fundraising/fund 

development and disbursing grants to customer accounts. In order to apply for EAF, a customer 

must visit a community based organization (agency) overseen by United Way and provide proof 

of income that is within the EAF program’s income guidelines – approximately 200% of Federal 

Poverty Guidelines. The agency enters the customer application into an online grant management 

system after which SCE is able to retrieve the application and review the customer’s account for 

qualification. SCE then places a pledge, or placeholder if you will, for the funds on the account 

and creates a payment extension until the grant money is received from United Way. United Way 

at that point retrieves the application from the online system, provides final approval, and wires 

the funds to SCE. SCE then balances the funds received against a file of customers approved for 

an EAF grant. At which point the grant is applied to the customer account by SCE as a payment.  

Since 1982 EAF has assisted over 250,000 households. EAF grants approximately 15,000 

households a year with a total of approximately $1.5 million annually. To reach that $1.5 

million, EAF’s fundraising strategy includes on bill donations, text to donate, special events (i.e. 

golf tournaments), an annual employee giving campaign, miscellaneous employee fundraisers 

throughout the year such as “denim days” where employees pay for a button to wear jeans on 

Fridays, an annual mailer solicitation to customers, and digital marketing.  
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It is important to note the larger framework of energy assistance on a whole at SCE, as well 

as the regulated environment in which this framework operates. SCE is a regulated utility that 

receives approval from the California Public Utilities Commission (CPUC) regarding its rates 

and programs. Per the CPUC website, there is a charge on SCE customer bills (commonly 

referred to as a ratepayer subsidy) that provides the funding for the California Alternate Rates for 

Energy (CARE) and the Energy Savings Assistance Programs (ESAP). These programs are 

mandated by the CPUC for all investor owned utilities across California, and represent required 

business practices of SCE. SCE does not have sole discretion over the offering of, nor the 

operation of, CARE and ESAP. Through a regulatory proceeding the CPUC dictates the budget 

and services SCE provides through these programs. SCE submits an application every 3 years 

that details their intended budget and operations, and the CPUC provides approval for SCE to 

utilize the ratepayer dollars to execute the plan.  For the 2012-2014 program cycle statewide, the 

CPUC approved $5 Billion for CARE and ESAP.  These two ratepayer funded programs exist to 

serve California’s low income customers with bill payment and energy efficiency needs 

independent of what is provided via EAF.  Through the proceeding, special interest groups, 

consumer advocacy groups, and interveners are also given the opportunity to weigh in on the 

application and provide input regarding the benefits, use and utility administration of these funds 

to assist low income customers. Whereas EAF is a voluntary program operated under the sole 

discretion of SCE and United Way with no oversight from the CPUC. EAF also only provides 

assistance to customers in SCE service territory. CARE and ESAP are statewide.  

1.4 Theoretical Framework Overview 

The theoretical foundation of this project lies in the theory of energopolitics and the 

realization that energy is pervasive and powerful and acts with agency; “the electric power 
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industry [being] the most money-intensive, pervasive and politicized business in America” 

(Rudolph and Ridley 1968:287); and how this came to be through the evolution of the ideology 

of progress. This serves as the backbone of theoretical application for this project because one 

must first understand the importance, ideological power, and agency held by energy in and of 

itself across both symbolic and material spheres before one can truly appreciate the value of fuel 

funds like EAF. These funds and other energy assistance programs help to balance out the power 

and agency of energy (and the industry itself) and ensure the entities that are exercising 

energopolitics over populations are not taking advantage of such populations and placing them in 

situations of both symbolic and material poverty. Throughout the contextual sections of this 

work, the emic perspective of customers regarding energy assistance and the need/gaps they 

themselves perceive or experience is applied, which may at times appear biased against utilities 

and corporations, which is not the intent of this document. The intent is to provide historical 

context surrounding cultures of energy, the agency of energy, ideas of progress, as well as energy 

assistance programs from a post modernist perspective, and through the “insider” lens of the 

average consumer, not the etic perspective of the utility or energy industry professionals. The 

purpose of this is to help the Client and other audiences of this thesis understand the cultural and 

contextual barriers and biases Utilities face when servicing the low income population, 

particularly when designing fundraising strategies to encourage the average consumer to donate 

to a fund that services the low income population. Theoretical perspectives in this document are 

set holistically at the overall system.         

From Barbour’s (1982) descriptions of the ideology of progress and how it began after the 

wake of the War of 1812, and how the United States needed to adopt a new economy to survive 

– modeling itself after the industrialization of Great Britain – we see that energy and the
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harnessing of energy has been at the core of how progress has come to mean what it means today 

(see Chapter 2). Theories of power, agency, and capital underlie the theoretical framework of 

this project and provide historical context. Zooming in now from that bird’s eye view of 

energopolitics and the ideology of progress, we find ourselves at the Anthropology of Energy.  

The Anthropology of Energy, simply put, is the study of people in energy – consumers, 

experts, politics, consumption, distribution, experience, utilization, behavior, culture, meaning, 

interpretation, and how energy is involved in the construction of “socially meaningful worlds” 

(Strauss, Rupp, and Love 2013:11). The Anthropology of Energy finds its roots in Business 

Anthropology, Environmental Anthropology, and draws form the same theoretical and 

operational framework with components of Design, Marketing, Consumer Behavior, and 

Organizational Anthropology. “Energy is an area ripe for anthropological investigation” (Strauss, 

Rupp, and Love 2013:11) and any one anthropologist could likely spend their entire career 

exploring any one of the areas listed above. Therefore, for the purposes of this project, the focus 

is on politics and how the meaning of energy can influence giving. Being an applied, business 

oriented project, a multidisciplinary approach is important. This project also draws from theories 

of economics and charity such as the warm glow effect, the impure altruist model, socially 

deprived self concept, and identity salience.  
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CHAPTER 2 

2 CONTEXT OF WORK 

2.1 Theoretical Perspectives on Energy 

The subsequent paragraphs will examine how the ideology of progress, electrification of 

society, and energopolitics led to the issues of energy access/poverty, and how fuel funds on a 

global scale are ideologically intended to help address the issue. They will also examine the 

meaning of energy, cultures of energy (particularly among disadvantaged communities), and 

how this relates to the need to provide equitable access to electricity. Lastly, this chapter will 

look at the culture among the “experts” in the energy sector that compound issues of energy 

poverty due to their lack of understanding or appreciation of customer/donor needs and 

motivations. For the purposes of this thesis, poverty is defined across both symbolic and material 

applications, as described later in this section. For example, symbolic poverty brought on by 

issues of energy access is evidenced by one home having electricity turned off while neighbors’ 

homes are lit up with light and warmth. There is a symbolic nature of energy – including 

concepts of warmth and connectedness with the outside world.  

 Several articles within The Energy Reader, edited by Laura Nader (2010), and Cultures 

of Energy – Power, Practices, Technologies edited by Sarah Strauss, Stephanie Rupp, and 

Thomas Love (2013) identified a series of themes that tied together in one overarching pattern. 

The themes are: the idea of progress, capital as a source of power and control, energopolitics, 

and biopolitics. These themes create the following pattern: the idea of progress is rooted in 

certain values, those values tend to influence use of capital, capital is a source of power, and that 

source of power coordinates with the power over (and through) energy to perpetuate power over 

population and life. This pattern created and perpetuates energy poverty. The power that 
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regulators and utilities hold through their values and sources of capital, enables them to provide 

affordable access to electricity, or not to provide it, thus resulting in energy poverty for low 

income customers. This dynamic pattern helps to explain the existence of fuel funds, and their 

importance. Energy functions across many of these spheres, means many things to many people, 

and, as a result, is an incredibly complicated phenomenon. Energy can function as a form of 

capital or resource, a form of power or force, and even in some cases a cultural construct when 

looking at it as an embodied force of heart, mind, love, adrenaline, etc. Energy is both an 

invisible force and a tangible object when it is billed for by a utility. That monthly paper 

statement that utility customers receive, translates energy into kilowatt hours and dollars and 

cents, creating a tangible quality of energy. “Because energy is meaningful to people in the 

social context of their lives, it is worth considering energy as a socially embedded notion, idea, 

model, and substance. While energy is a material force in a technical, scientific sense, it is only 

made useful through its harnessing in the social world of machines, people, and work” (Rupp 

2013: 93-94). Rupp (2013) concludes that energy is a function of agency, currency, magic, faith, 

science, and society.  

 Energy can be seen as a force that integrates all other forms of modern power, as 

demonstrated by Foucault’s biopolitical work with modern prisons, as well as several of the 

articles in the two books mentioned above that discussed the history and trajectory of humans 

harnessing energy (i.e. Leslie White, energy harnessed is directly proportional to advancement or 

biopolitics – power over life and population).   However, the themes I have identified from the 

above books indicate a more complicated relationship between energy and power. Hayes (1979) 

aptly stated the basis of this complication: “Energy [and power] sources are not neutral and 

interchangeable” (Hayes 1979:411). They interact with one another like a chemical reaction 
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where the outcome cannot always be predicted. Energy is not the integrating force behind all 

other forms of modern power, the integrating force is values. Energy certainly is a fiercely 

significant collaborator, but not the single unifier. Rupp (2013) showed how even the layperson 

sees energy as an invisible force that controls things. These two books showed that 

energopolitics, power over and through energy, perpetuates other modes and institutions of 

modern power, and can be the source and integrating force, but often it is the idea of progress 

driven by specific values, in addition to forms of capital, that make up the force enabling the 

power over and through energy. Additionally, that power over and through energy is often used 

as power over life and population.  

 Dominic Boyer’s (2011) commentary on the “Energy and Energopolitics” panel at the 

2010 AAA Annual meeting helped to better conceptualize and contextualize Leslie White’s idea 

that energy harnessed and “advancement” are linked. Despite White’s appalling ethnocentric 

shortcomings, there was some merit to his theory: Harnessing energy is linked to biopolitics, 

power over people, not one people being superior to another as White assumed. Strauss, Rupp, 

and Love (2013) summarized White’s contributions to the anthropology of energy in the 

introduction of Cultures of Energy. White thought a chiefdom is more advanced than a 

hunter/gather society, and that “modern” state-structured society as we know it today is more 

advanced than the chiefdom. When examining the root of that so-called advancement, draw to 

mind the main distinction between a hunter/gather society and a state – social and organizational 

structure, and breaking that down even further, social/organizational structure can be seen as 

power over people. Hunter/gather societies are largely egalitarian. State societies are not. The 

dictator, the president, the federal government, whichever it is, has a higher degree of forceful 
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power and control over the people within the society than an egalitarian, lead-by-example, 

unofficial, unspoken, leader that most hunter/gather societies tend to have.   

 The overarching pattern summarized above (values feeding capital feeding power feeding 

energopolitics feeding biopolitics) begins with the idea of progress. Barbour et al. (1982) 

discussed the trajectory of harnessing energy in America. His work surmised that the demand for 

more energy resulted from the damage left in the wake of the War of 1812. In order to be 

prosperous the United States would no longer be able to survive on Jeffersonian agrarianism, and 

would need to support the economy in other ways. Looking across the ocean at Great Britain, 

America came to the conclusion that industrialization was key, which in turn drove the need for 

technological advancement. Energy harnessed by animals in the pastoralist lifestyle was not 

going to be enough to power mills and factories. Technology must advance in order to harness 

more energy than animal muscle. Melosi (2006) also discussed progress through his examination 

of energy transitions, the notion that an energy source dominates the market for a particular 

period and will eventually be replaced by another (i.e. animal muscle, steam, coal, nuclear, 

solar). From the dawn of manufacturing came the “American Dream” as we know it today, 

consisting of a preoccupation with money, success, virtuosity, and entrepreneurialism. Values 

changed from the piousness, simplicity, true independence, and self-sufficiency of farming and 

raising animal stock to superiority, entitlement, entrepreneurialism, etc. “Business 

success…became a virtue in itself” (Barbour et al. 1982:39). Charles Beard (1932) defined 

progress in the same way as Barbour et al., but his discussion of how this idea of progress came 

into being went back to the Greeks and Romans. Ford (1921) also hit on this idea of progress. 

Ford was displeased with the new business success virtue of profits over customer satisfaction. 

Generally speaking, progress came to mean more/bigger is always better. More of everything. 
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More product, more manufacturing, more technology, more gross domestic product (GDP), more 

energy, and more consumption equals more prosperity and more success.  

 The idea and valuation of progress described above came from a flawed assumption that 

energy harnessed and/or GDP is directly proportional to quality of life, which Commoner (1979) 

successfully disproved by showing how energy harnessed increased in the 1970s, but quality of 

life decreased. Hawken (1997) also disproved this assumption with the concept of Natural 

Capital. The use of natural capital may be argued against today, but Hawken’s idea that the cost 

associated with environmental damage and depletion of natural resources should not be counted 

as a positive towards quality of life, has merit. Just because a society spends more money in total 

does not mean their quality of life will increase right along with spending. Many of Nader’s 

articles in the two books referenced above (Nader 1981, 1996, and 2004) made the same point 

regarding the flawed assumption behind the idea of progress. Nader (1996) refers to the progress 

being equal to growth assumption as being religious in nature because religion is something you 

accept without scrutiny. “Quality of life relates not to gross magnitudes of energy but to the 

complexity and stability of the system of energy production, distribution, and use” (Nader and 

Beckerman 1979:226). This flawed assumption behind progress resulted in nuclear power still 

being seen as a viable solution regardless of how uncompetitive it is from a cost, reliability, 

efficiency, and security perspective (Lovins et al. 2008:380). 

 The idea of progress by this definition appeared in nearly every article from each book. 

According to Hornborg (2013) this progress idea of more technology thus became a strategy for 

redistributing and appropriating labor and resources (i.e. electricity and the modern utility model 

of distributing it and billing for it). Lackhard (1998) also touches on progress equaling more of 

everything with the “story of corporate success and excess” (Lockhard 1998:347) found in the 
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coal industry. Lovins (1977) also speaks to this in his discussion of federal energy policy in 

America in the 1970s being focused on “rapid expansion of centralized high technologies to 

increase supplies of [electricity]” (Lovins 1977:166). Nader (2004) also spoke of the major effect 

that innovators and business executives have on energy policy and access. The idea of progress’ 

root in values becomes all the more apparent in Winther’s (2013) article on the arrival of 

electricity to rural Zanzibar. The villagers did not have access to electricity prior to the mid 

1980s, and when it became available the first task at hand for the individual was to ensure this 

lifestyle change would commensurate with their Zanzibari and Islamic values. Some villagers 

resisted electricity and having a TV in their home because they feared it would cause conflicts 

with their value of modesty. This is proof that everything we as humans think and do is first 

processed through our value system. Any organizational behavior textbook would say the same 

thing. Much like the Industrial Revolution in America, electricity was seen by the public of 

Zanzibar as a signifier of development, modernity, connectedness, and yes, progress. Those who 

feared a conflict with the value of modesty balanced that out by sharing their electricity and TV 

with all of their friends and family. This idea of what progress means, its associated values, and 

harnessing electricity being equated with progress, proliferates across societies and quickly 

becomes normalized. “Progressing” to an electrified society was contingent upon finding ways 

for electrification to coincide with the Zanzibari values. Energy consumption is a cultural 

practice, which helps to explain why that normalization happens so quickly. According to 

Wilhite (2013) and his application of social practice theory, when individuals perform an action 

regularly, they are predisposed to perform that action in the future based on the cultural 

atmosphere, training, and the way they performed that action in the past.  
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This prolific normalization is also seen in Love and Garwood’s (2013) article about the 

electrification of rural Cajamarca Peru. The villagers placed a very similar value in progress and 

electricity as the rural residents of Zanzibar. To summarize this valuation: “Electricity is 

arguably the central symbol of globalizing modernity and its associated urban consumption 

styles. Lacking it, [people] are placed in situations of both material and symbolic poverty” (Love 

and Garwood 2013:147). In order to benefit from the material and symbolic value of electricity 

(electricity being equated with progress), the villagers utilized their social capital to receive 

electricity in their homes. Those who had the right networks got electricity before others. One 

man even stated he would allow for wind turbines to be built on his property if and only if he 

could say which households would receive electricity from those turbines. This man valued 

being modern, connected, etc. Those values encouraged him to position himself accordingly in 

his social networks to utilize the power that his social capital provided to get electricity on his 

land, and ultimately achieve power over population (i.e. having the power to dictate which 

members of the population could have electricity). Through that process this man gained power 

over life – he gained power over the quality of others’ lives by saying who could be modern, 

who could be connected, who could have electricity to pump clean water to improve health, etc. 

Love and Garwood (2013) reintroduced the concepts of energopolitics and biopolitics. This man 

gained power both over and through energy (energopolitics). His power over energy came from 

having enough land in a key location where the wind patterns are ideal so that the turbines were 

built on his land. The turbine on his land allowed him to have power over energy – to harness 

energy. Power through energy was obtained because he had a resource others wanted but did not 

have. Land and resources are economic capital. He used that power through energy to have 

power over population and life (i.e. biopolitics). There is a strong coordination between his 
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capital as a source of power, and energy as a source of power to ultimately wield that power over 

population and life. Degani (2013) reported a similar process that took place in Tanzania when 

they began energy privatization in the 1990s.  

 This dynamic between values, capital, power, and energy appeared time and time again 

throughout both books with different actors displaying similar agency.  Adams (1975) takes this 

dynamic one step further where energopolitics enables control/power over oneself, other people, 

and the environment. Adams argues that humans’ power over and through electricity enables 

further exploitation of resources, which results in over population and over consumption, which 

in turn causes environmental degradation and climate change. Alder (2009) argued the agency of 

the government and its value of expansion were being used to “shut [low income populations] 

out of the new economy” (Alder 2009:483). The government applied its social and economic 

capital to supporting freeways and automobile companies (harnessing energy through cars), 

creating suburban sprawl. This created a separation between where people live and where they 

work, which in turn created urban decay. Here we see power sourced through capital and energy, 

manifesting as power over population (controlling where the population lives and works) and the 

environment (i.e. the self-fulfilling prophecy of suburban sprawl replacing the natural 

environment, urban centers decaying because everyone has sprawled out, the suburban then 

becomes urban and people sprawl even further, creating more suburban sprawl and more 

environmental degradation). Cartwright (2013) introduced the concept of eco-risk, which plays 

well into this extension into power over environment. The risks both Adams and Alder spoke of 

(over population, over consumption, environmental degradation, etc.) are all examples of eco-

risk. In Cartwright’s article, these eco-risks were induced by humans trying to use power over 

the environment to obtain a new energy source through fracking, which would ultimately 
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increase the oil companies’ power over and through energy. In the afterward of Cultures of 

Energy, Nader stressed the importance of “no longer believe[ing] that humans are apart from 

nature, or that nature is predictable” (Nader 2013:319).  

 In the case of Wyoming wind power, we see the power and agency of community groups. 

Two co-ops rooted in the same values adapted their social capital to cope with environmental 

changes. “They have used social capital in distinctly different ways to achieve their goals” 

(Strauss 2013:119), of either encouraging or preventing wind power in their neighborhoods. Both 

valued the lifestyle they had grown accustomed to in Wyoming, which they had come to believe 

would only be achievable in Wyoming. In order to sustain that lifestyle they had to utilize their 

different sources of power (capital, energy) to achieve their goals. The same occurred with the 

communities in the Gulf of Mexico after the Deepwater Horizon catastrophe. McGuire and 

Austin (2013) explained those communities’ values (their perceived ideal way of life, their oil 

field culture), and how they too employed their social capital to bring an end to the drilling 

moratorium to protect those values. They gained power over energy by supporting offshore 

drilling activity. We see the same dynamic again in Vandehey (2013.) Rancho Penasquitos 

utilized their social capital to prevent a utility from building transmission lines through their 

neighborhood.  

 Behar (2013) showed how the values/capital/power/energy dynamic played out with a 

corporation, SunEdison. SunEdison came to the utility stage with the value of environmentalism 

and a desire to combat carbon dioxide emissions and climate change. However, they did not 

enter with the social capital, economic capital, or energy power held by the investor owned 

utilities they would be competing with in order to protect their value of environmentalism. Jigar 

Shah, SunEdison’s founder, had to find creative ways to expand his social and economic capital 
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so he could expand solar energy (power over energy) to achieve his goal of combating climate 

change. Here is a case where energopolitics is part of the goal as well as the means to obtain the 

goal as we saw with Zanzibar, Peru, and Tanzania. Another example of corporate agency is 

British Petroleum (BP) and UC Berkeley. Patzek (2007) described how the BP Corporation 

utilized their vast social networks and economic capital to get the public university’s research 

team to serve BP’s individual research needs.  

 Another good corporate example was provided by Metcalf and Reinemer (1967.) The 

article focused on the cost of utility service for residential customers. It pointed out the fact that 

many families had to choose between food and electricity in the 1960s, which remains true 

today. The electric power industry and its players (utility providers and regulators) have a lot of 

power of life given that the price of electricity has the ability to force people to make a very 

difficult between paying for groceries or paying the utility to keep the house warm or cool. The 

impact of the price of electricity is a result of how developed, modern nations have designed 

living spaces and how they operate. The average person in America does not consider a standard 

home “livable” if it does not have active utility service.  “The electric power industry is the most 

money-intensive, pervasive and politicized business in modern America” (Rudolph and Ridley 

1986:287). Through their capital, members of this industry can choose how to exercise that 

power over people by either holding on to profits, or donating a portion to an energy assistance 

fund where income qualified customers can receive direct bill payment assistance to avoid 

disconnection and thus symbolic and material poverty. Let us not forget the obvious power over 

and through energy. Given the normalization of electrification of the home and the fact that 

electricity quickly becomes engrained in every aspect of our lives, that power can provide a 

deep-seated control over people.  
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 Nader (1981) stated the “energy problem” can refer to inequity between supply and 

demand, a problem of over-consuming, a problem of environmental degradation, and/or the 

difficulty in harvesting and storing energy. Nader (1981) articulated that the “energy problem” is 

really a social problem that received contradictory analysis due to the fact that various interests 

are operating. The "socialness" of this “energy problem” has been demonstrated by the various 

works included in The Energy Reader and Cultures of Energy. These works have demonstrated 

the sociocultural issues of values, capital, power, and how they interact with energopolitics and 

biopolitics. The final sphere of this dynamic are the energy industry “experts.” “The expert’s 

social origins, their professional training, the structure of their work place, and the unexpressed 

values by which they judge and select their goals and their evidence” (Nader and Milleron 

1979:87) must all be understood if we are to solve the social problem. Again it is seen how the 

values of the entity that holds the power (power sourced by capital, sourced by energy) are at the 

root of the socially driven energy problem. Nader (1980) illustrated how the process of basing 

judgments and decisions on one’s values is no different for the layperson or the expert. Nader 

and Milleron (1979) described the “dimensions of the ‘People Problem’” among experts as 

having numbers-are-valuable-in-and-of-themselves culture, are focused on their professional 

goals and structure of their workplace, and must work within existing institutional constraints.  

When it comes to justifying the existence or an expansion of fuel funds to ensure 

equitable access to electricity and its perceived values, these ‘dimensions’ pose quite a challenge.  

Some view fuel funds as a necessary activity for a utility because energy is no longer a 

commodity, philanthropic giving is a plus for customer satisfaction rates, and such programs pay 

for themselves in the long run due to avoided customer disconnections, less customer calls to the 

utility for assistance, less payment arrangements made and/or defaulted upon, and avoided write 
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offs for the utility due to a customer’s inability to pay. The opposite end of that spectrum sees it 

as a nonessential, non-cost-effective hand out. Working with an inherent difference in values 

poses a very serious challenge for fuel funds, and demonstrates the need to diversify funding 

sources to include more people who share the same values. The purpose of this thesis and its 

associated research was to identify the customers with the same value of philanthropy. Those 

values, the way in which progress is ideologized, and the normalization of electricity, all feed 

energopolitics and lead to energy poverty and insecurity.  Fuel funds are intended to address this 

issue by providing an additional mechanism to maintain energy access (i.e. avoiding 

disconnection of electric service), because having electricity is normal, it is expected, it is seen as 

progress and success, it equates to a higher quality of life as we saw in Peru, Tanzania, Zanzibar, 

and especially the United States with its urban consumption styles and living conditions. 

However, fuel funds struggle to address the issue because they lack funding from sources that 

hold the values that create the world view that electricity is equated to quality of life. Values and 

world view are the filter through which one’s capital and power over and through people (and 

energy) is exercised.   The hope of the fuel fund is to find people who wish to exercise their 

capital and power in the form of a donation to a nonprofit seeking to address energy poverty and 

insecurity.  

2.2 Theoretical Perspectives on Giving 

Theory was linked to practice in the execution of this project primarily through providing 

historical context and interpretation of data. This section will summarize the multidisciplinary 

theoretical perspectives used to aid in interpretation of data. Given the number of interviews 

completed for this project, these perspectives were only used to frame the interpretation of data – 

primarily categorization of codes and a domain analysis of themes – in order to provide the 
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Client a detailed account of EAF donor motivations to be applied to the Client’s marketing and 

fundraising strategy.  

An economic theory applied to interpretation of data in this project is the “warm glow 

effect.” This model states that people feel a warm glow when they donate or volunteer. This pairs 

with the impure altruist model, which states people feel a sense of utility both from the warm 

glow and by aiding society (Handy and Katz 2007:324). It also implies a feeling of duty, that 

everyone is “supposed” to give back in some way, be it money or time, because by aiding 

society, they aid themselves overall.  

The remaining two multidisciplinary theories utilized in this project are social deprivation 

self-concept and identity salience. The social deprivation self-concept is defined as “being some- 

one who belongs to a social class that is economically and socially deprived,” and can be a 

determinant of charity donations (Bennett 2012: 871). Better educated poor with this concept are 

also found to donate more. Bennett (2012) states the social deprivation self concept is 

characterized by having an affiliation with those who are less well off, and feeling a strong sense 

of social injustice and unfairness in the world. Identity salience is defined as the central 

importance of one’s identity and role (Boenigk and Helmig 2013). Donor identity salience with 

the nonprofit increases donor loyalty. By seeing that the charity is a “good fit, the individual is 

more likely to give and maintain a relationship with the charity (creates a sustainable donor 

pool).   

2.3 Factors Influencing SCE Support of EAF 

“Institutional philanthropy is affected by changing economic and demographic conditions, 

legal rules, and popular attitudes” (Lenkowsky 2002:368). Lenkowsky (2002) defines 

institutional philanthropy as a process where intermediary organizations collect money from 
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individual donors and then give it to charities. The actual process of giving the collected funds to 

the charity is largely independent of the individual donor. Foundations and corporate giving 

programs belong to this category of institutional philanthropy. SCE operates a corporate 

employee giving program that includes donation of money and time. SCE Employees are able to 

make cash, check, credit card, and payroll deductions through SCE as the intermediary to a 

501(c)3 charity or an accredited educational institution of their choice. Employees can also log 

volunteer hours with a certified 501(c)3 charity, and the cash value of those hours can be donated 

to another charity of the employee’s choice. Employees simply make their selections and SCE 

does the rest for them.  

The increasing economic concerns for SCE to focus on the core aspects of their business and 

reduce administrative costs due to increased competition in the energy industry (as summarized 

in Section 1.1) poses a serious risk to EAF. These economic pressures encourage SCE to reduce 

its institutional philanthropy, thus potentially impacting the SCE shareholder donation to EAF. 

These various pressures also drive reductions in how many administrative dollars are budgeted to 

administer and operate the program. This is one of the primary drivers for this research to 

improve fundraising efforts specific to private, customer donors. If fundraising efforts can be 

improved, streamlined, etc. hopefully EAF can achieve the same goals (approximately $1.5 

million dollars in grants disbursed to approximately 15,000 low income households in need) with 

a smaller administrative budget or a smaller shareholder donation. Given these pressures to 

reduce costs and combat competition, popular attitude at the Company is also shifting. Many 

employees appear to rationalize a reduction in their giving since the Company is pressuring them 

to focus on the core work, and the Company is reducing its giving itself. This is evidenced by the 

fact that employee donations to EAF and participation in fundraisers/events have ebbed and 
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flowed exactly in the same ways and same timeframes as corporate support of EAF. Popular 

attitude shift is also likely to be a direct result of the Great Recession. There is also an attitude 

among employees at SCE that rate payer funded, state mandated programs like CARE already 

provide significant assistance to low income households (this sentiment, however, does not 

appear to be shared by customers who donate to EAF. See Chapter 4.   

Another factor influencing SCE’s offering of EAF and SCE shareholders’/employees’ 

donating to EAF is SCE’s extremely risk-averse culture and the importance of maintaining 

stringent ethics and compliance standards around employee giving. Within the past two years 

SCE has created a new set of guidelines for employee giving that has placed many restrictions on 

employee fundraising that did not exist before.  To provide some context, SCE’s employee 

giving program is structured around a small team of employees at the corporate office whose full 

time job is to oversee a network of other employees stationed across southern California who 

lead fundraising efforts for local charities on a voluntary basis. This small team of employees at 

the corporate office also oversees SCE’s shareholder grant giving program. As briefly 

summarized in Section 1.3, SCE’s institutional philanthropy program (SCE refers to it 

collectively as community investment) is threefold: volunteering, fundraising, and shareholder 

donations. This small team oversees all three arms, and is reliant upon volunteer “employee 

giving leads” across all SCE departments to organize and participate in volunteering and 

fundraising efforts.  

The new set of guidelines for employee giving has significantly impacted an employee’s 

ability to raise funds for a charity. One example is that employees are no longer allowed to 

conduct opportunity drawings or raffles on behalf of the charity. Any raffle or “game of chance” 

must be conducted by charity staff themselves, and must be approved by the California Attorney 
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General’s office. Purchasing raffle tickets for donated prizes was a staple of SCE employee 

fundraising efforts. Additionally, again due to the severe pressure to focus on the core business 

and eliminate any waste or unnecessary work, all hands meetings have all but disappeared. 

Previously every department and division at SCE would have quarterly all hands meetings where 

every single employee spent several hours of one day in a large staff meeting (e.g., 400 

employees) where they received updates about the company, current work, future work, status on 

goals, etc. Employee giving rallies also used to be a staple of such meetings. Now that these 

meetings rarely take place, volunteer employee giving leads lost their captive audience of 

donors. Again, due to the pressure to focus on core work and impending reductions in force, it 

has been increasingly difficult to get employees to volunteer to lead employee giving efforts. As 

a result, EAF alone has seen a 20% drop in employee donations across all employee channels 

(i.e. all hands, miscellaneous fundraisers, and payroll deductions) to the fund year over year for 

the past three years. Employee meetings are the best venue for marketing EAF due to the captive 

nature, and loosing such opportunities has had a significantly negative impact on donations 

received.  

2.4 Factors Influencing Fundraising for Nonprofit Social Service Agencies    

This section will focus on factors influencing fundraising and the overall wellness of 

nonprofit social service agencies. EAF essentially falls into this category of social service 

agencies. Smith (2002) states the major challenge facing social service nonprofits is resource 

development. As the number of these agencies increase, private giving is dwindling. Public 

funding on the other hand has increased but at a much slower pace than the rising costs of 

nonprofits. Government funding has also been restructured as fee-for-service contracts, which 

enables more nonprofits to obtain such work, but with that comes unpredictability of revenue. 
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The rise in numbers of social service nonprofits also increases competition. As a result of these 

challenges, nonprofits have responded in a varied number of ways, but one large trend is to 

increase private fundraising, much like EAF’s desire to fundraise more with SCE customers (i.e. 

private citizens). Many agencies hire development officers and pressure their board members to 

be good fundraisers. This seems to work well for large entities, but small efforts like EAF do not 

have the resources or the well-connected board members and staff to be able to do this as 

effectively.  

“Neighbor helping neighbor is a part of the American mythology” (Hodgkinson 2002: 387). 

Individual giving has always been an important source of funding for nonprofits, but the 

proportion of total revenue it represents for the nonprofit sector has declined. Human or social 

services also represent a small proportion of all types of charities individuals donate to – in 2000 

it was only 8.3%. Religious entities receive the most (Hodgkinson 2002).  Another challenge that 

contributes to public/private mix charities like EAF is cause-related marketing. Cause related 

marketing ties a company and its products to an issue or cause with the goal of increasing sales 

or enhancing company image (Hawkins and Mothersbaugh 2013). Energy assistance does seem 

to tie nicely with a company that sells energy, however, consumer skepticism and apathy remain 

a challenge. Given SCE’s prolific presence as essentially the only electricity provider in southern 

California despite a few municipal utilities, consumers may be skeptical about SCE’s true 

motivations in supporting EAF, and asking its customers to support EAF as well. This sentiment 

has been seen through comments customers have written on the EAF annual mailer reply cards 

and social media sites, such as recommending that SCE should just give more of its shareholder 

earnings or portions of executive’s salaries instead of asking customers to also pitch in. Cause 

related marketing is also challenging when the cause is promoted with a high priced item (Chang 
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2008:16). Electricity is expensive. The premise behind cause related marketing is also that 

consumers can choose to purchase a product based on cause related marketing. Most SCE 

customers do not have a choice in their electricity provider. One’s electricity provider is dictated 

by where one lives and into which provider’s service territory one moves. Cause related 

marketing and trying to get consumers to support a cause can also be difficult when the benefits 

are intangible. It is easier to see the benefits of cancer research or feeding the hungry, but more 

difficult to conceptualize the benefit of having electricity in one’s home. By and large cause 

related marketing is successful. According to Hawkins and Mothersbaugh (2013), 89% of 

consumers think companies should try to accomplish their business goals while simultaneously 

working to improve society.  

SCE/EAF has conducted benchmarking across other fuel funds in the nation. The results of 

that exercise have shown that number of years in the market has significant impacts on ability to 

fundraise. Obviously public awareness has a lot to do with it. EAF has been around since 1982, 

but only recently started pushing fundraising beyond an annual mention on the back of the SCE 

bill. 2012 was the first year EAF began a more substantial mailing effort to the public, and 

ramped up the employee giving campaign. According to the benchmarking exercise, most fuel 

funds have already been working on that for over 10 years. Benchmarking also shows that 

donations EAF receive from customers is very small in comparison to other fuel funds. This is 

likely due to the fact that EAF has only been directly soliciting to customers in a targeted fashion 

for about 3 years, while other utilities have been doing it for decades, and doing so more 

aggressively. The overall fund size of $1.5 million seems to be relatively on par, but the 

approximately $200,000 from customers pales in comparison. Other fuel funds SCE has 

benchmarked against raise upwards of $500,000 from customers alone.   
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Knowledge and benchmarking gained from the 2015 National Energy and Utility 

Affordability Conference provided additional insights to EAF regarding fundraising among other 

fuel funds. One such session reported that a fuel fund in Baltimore conducted similar research to 

this applied thesis regarding how to best reach customer donors. The Baltimore research 

concluded that the fund would not find as much success by blanket targeting utility customers 

(Freeman 2015) The fund did find greater success and savings in administrative costs by 

conducting analysis on who their donors are, what they look like, and only targeting customers 

who “look like” their existing donor pool. This was identified as a best practice among fuel 

funds, as EAF was in the process of similar research through this applied thesis at the time of the 

conference.   Other best practices in fundraising identified at the conference included the use of 

emotion and personal connection in marketing materials and solicitations – ensuring that 

materials draw a connection between head, heart, and action. Materials should show the personal 

connection (heart) of what your donation will mean to a person in need, as well as using 

infographics with statistics about the fuel fund (head) and its reach, success, etc. in order to 

appeal to the logical side of one’s brain.  
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CHAPTER 3 

3 PROJECT DESIGN 

3.1 Statement of the Problem 

Southern California Edison (SCE) Company will see more change in the next 10 years than 

the past 100 years. This is a phrase commonly articulated by the Company’s senior leadership. 

The utility industry is facing drastic changes in a number of areas: advanced technology, 

regulations, policies, cost of doing business in California, shifting customer expectations, etc. 

SCE must adapt to these changes in order to remain relevant in the energy space and in customer 

service as well. “The electricity market is becoming more complex and segmented in the areas of 

production, transportation, and distribution of electricity. This, in turn, is opening up the market 

to greater competition” (Solotorevsky 2015: 21). Additionally, utilities are beginning to 

experience energy supply shortages (which means the cost of energy goes up) and find difficulty 

in supplying power to customers during times of peak consumption. As stated in Chapter 1, 

regulatory changes indicate a need for a shift in how utilities generate profit. Consumer energy 

storage products entering the marketplace such as Tesla’s Powerwall home battery pose a 

possible threat to the utility’s monopoly over providing reliable energy. “Decreasing prices of 

photovoltaic (PV) technology, some states’ aggressive renewable portfolio standards, tax 

incentives, [and] the Clean Power Plan” (2015: 21) all point towards a future of personal energy 

generation. Specifically in California, AB 693 has required the California Public Utilities 

Commission (CPUC) to allocate additional funds for solar rooftops. If customers can reliably 

generate and store their own power, theoretically there is no need to be connected to the utility 

grid. Recall from chapter 1 that investment in capital projects to develop the grid is a major 

investment and profit making mechanism for utilities. At today’s costs, mass adoption of home 
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energy storage remains unlikely (Harrison 2015). Despite this, utilities still need to evolve ahead 

of these technologies if they are going to continue to be successful and profitable.  

Solotorevsky (2015) states that many utilities are losing revenue from operational losses such 

as customers not being able to pay their bills, which can amount up to 20%. Loss in revenue is 

yet another reason why utilities need to engage in operational excellence initiatives focused on 

cost efficiency and reduction. During this time of profound change, SCE is tasked with taking a 

step back to ensure they are focused on the core aspects of their business to save money, and 

doing those core functions as effectively as efficiently as possible while maintaining the level 

shareholder profit required for the Company to survive. As a part of this process, the leadership 

is examining administrative budgets as well as corporate giving priorities and funding levels. 

EAF experienced reductions to operational and administrative budgets during the 2014 fiscal 

year and as these budgets continue to be examined the program is likely to expect greater 

reductions. This further exacerbates the challenge to raise funds from customers to offset 

declines in employee and shareholder donations because the EAF program management now has 

fewer resources to invest in increasing and improving fundraising efforts. Decreased 

administrative and operational budgets are another reason why this research was so critical for 

EAF’s fundraising strategy. EAF does not have many resources to expend on solving their 

customer fundraising problem, therefore, they sought out this research to better understand the 

problem before spending already limited resources on a solution that may or may not work. EAF 

must understand its customer donors before using limited resources on trying to increase that 

donor pool, or get more out of the existing pool.  

SCE Shareholders donated one million dollars in 2013 and 2014 to EAF. It is also important 

to note that income qualified customers already receive assistance from other Federal and State 
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energy assistance programs beyond EAF.  The California Alternate Rates for Energy (CARE) 

and the Energy Savings Assistance Program (ESAP) are state wide, CPUC mandated programs 

funded by the utility customers. These programs offer rate relief and energy efficient appliances 

at no cost to the income qualified customer. CARE provides a discount of approximately 30%. 

CARE and ESAP are state mandated and ratepayer funded (there is a charge on every customer’s 

bill that funds these programs). There is also a federal program that offers similar services, the 

Low Income Home Energy Assistance Program (LIHEAP). Per the State of California’s 

Community Service Development department website, the total LIHEAP budget is 

approximately $152 million across the state. In 2014 SCE customers received approximately $18 

million in LIHEAP bill payment assistance.  EAF however, is unique in that it is voluntary and 

funded solely through donations from SCE shareholders, employees, and customers. EAF 

provided bill payment assistance to over 14,000 households in 2015. EAF has been in existence 

since 1982 and has grown by leaps and bounds in recent years. As SCE revaluates its corporate 

giving priorities, EAF may receive fewer donations from SCE Shareholders and employees, thus 

helping fewer customers, which is contrary to EAF Program Management’s goal of maintaining 

or improving upon 2014 levels. Access to electricity in this day and age is a matter of necessity 

as wells as health and safety. This is particularly true for low income customers living in the 

extreme climate zones of Southern California where summer temperatures are known to reach 

well above 100 degrees. Heat illness is a real threat to these customers. In addition to the health 

and safety implications of electricity, electricity is also a symbol of modernity, and due the 

consumption and dwelling styles in the United States, it is not a commodity and cannot be lived 

without. Anyone faced with no electricity in their home is faced with a lesser quality of life. 
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EAF aims to help SCE’s more vulnerable customers (i.e. seniors and families with small 

children) combat that lesser quality of life by helping to maintain access to electricity by 

avoiding disconnection. Increasing (or at least maintaining current levels) donations to EAF is 

paramount in achieving that aim. If SCE chooses to decrease shareholder donations, the program 

will need to rely on increased donations from other funding sources in order to continue to 

operate EAF at 2014 levels. Currently EAF receives donations from SCE employees and 

customers in addition to the shareholders. SCE has roughly 15,000 employees who are very 

generous, giving nearly $300,000 in 2015. In 2015 customers gave approximately $200,000, and 

shareholders donated $1 million. Analysis of EAF funding trends over the past three years show 

a consistent decline in employee donations of 20% year over year. The donor category with the 

greatest potential for growth is customers. Across the approximately 14 million people located in 

SCE’s service territory, only about $200,000 was donated in 2015. Customer donations have also 

remained relatively stagnant over the past few years. However, this donor group has the highest 

potential to grow given its total size (over 3 million residential customers in SCE service 

territory), as evidenced by benchmarking with other utilities that have similar fuel funds like 

EAF, similar marketing efforts, similarly sized customer bases, yet receive more donations from 

customers. In order to strike a balance between maintaining EAF’s current performance and 

SCE’s core business, EAF must increase fundraising from an external source such as customers. 

In order to do so, EAF needs to know who their external donors are, what motivates them, how 

to keep them, and how to grow them. Chapters 1 and 2 provided the context for why EAF wants 

to grow donations from SCE customers. EAF program management wants to move away from 

its current reliance on shareholder and employee donations because those donations may 

decrease.   
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3.2 Study Objectives 

The objectives of this study were to determine if there was a donor profile(s) specific to the 

SCE customers who donate to EAF, to understand their “Culture of Giving,” and to identify 

opportunities to improve marketing approaches or targeting that will maximize fundraising for 

EAF.  In order to achieve this, the study:  

 Examined all of SCE’s existing demographic data on customer donors to determine if a 

pattern exists that may be useful in targeting fundraising efforts. 

 Identified customer donor motivations to donate to EAF. 

 Identified customers’ donation preferences to improve the donation process, if needed: 

o Donation channels (mail, internet, mobile, special events, other), ongoing 

donations vs. one time, donation amounts, donation process, marketing materials, 

etc.  

By understanding who the existing donors are, what motivates them to donate, and their 

donation preferences, this study aimed to identify opportunities to improve fundraising by:  

 Identifying customer donor perceptions of SCE as a result of them offering EAF 

 Examining existing return on investment of current fundraising efforts  

 Determining how to best sustain existing customer donors and recruit new ones 

 Determining if improvements can be made to the donation process  

The above objectives were expanded to the following, more specific, research questions: 

 Why do these customers donate to this charity in lieu of another? In other words, are 

these customers “more” than a typical giving person?  

o Is the customer’s motivation to donate based more on typical motivations such as 

a personal connection to the cause or Charity being a core value? Or, is there 
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more to it, such as a desire to donate, big or small, in an effort to “pay forward” 

the assistance they themselves received through EAF? 

 Does the customer’s knowledge (or lack thereof) of the rate payer funded, state mandated 

programs (CARE and ESAP) impact their motivation to donate? 

o Does the customer’s donation to EAF imply they think CARE and ESAP aren’t 

doing enough, are they simply not aware of these programs, or are these programs 

not at all relevant to donor motivation? 

 What has been the customer’s experience with the EAF donation process? 

Positive/negative? We’re their expectations of the process met? 

 Does the customer’s perception of SCE change as a result of SCE’s corporate 

philanthropy efforts such as EAF? 

EAF’s hope for this research was to combat the aforementioned challenges facing the fund 

and SCE (the need to decrease administrative costs, the risk of decreasing shareholder donations, 

and declining employee donations) to ensure EAF would be able to continue offering assistance 

to households in need at the same, or higher, levels seen in 2014. EAF administrators believed 

this could be achieved by improving customer fundraising, which they believed could be 

achieved by answering the questions above. Given the above Client expectations, the impetus for 

the research was to better understand customer motivations and demographics to guide EAF 

program management decision-making regarding customer-specific fundraising tactics and 

design in order to maintain (ideally grow) EAF donations over the previous year.   

3.3 Research Approach and Methods 

As discussed in the previous two chapters, this project is rooted in the anthropological study 

of energy, therefore is naturally ethnographic in nature, and pulls from multidisciplinary 
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theoretical perspectives (Sections 2.1 and 2.2). The research model was designed from a domain 

level, centering at the dependent domain of donating to EAF, and working outwards to identify 

the independent and mediating domains influencing a customer’s choice to donate (Schensul and 

LeCompte 1999). In Stage 1, the research model was constructed around the dependent domain 

(see Table 3.1). This stage began with a literature review to establish a clear picture of the 

dependent domain in context of other domains already known to be related, the utility/energy 

industry, the nonprofit sector (fundraising and social service nonprofits in particular), SCE, and 

the development of fuel funds.  The review of existing demographic data was used to further 

define the dependent domain – current state of EAF donors/donations, what is already known 

about them, how do they give, how much do they give, and identify the sampling criteria. Stage 

2 was designed to identify the independent domains and narrow the focus to the variables and 

factors that were examined in detail in Stage 3 with semi-structured interviewing.  
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Table 3.1  Overview of Stages in Project Design 

Timeline Conceptual 

Component 

Research Method and Sampling 

Approach 

Research Objectives 

Mar. – Apr. 

2015 

Stage 1: 

Research 

Model 

Literature review and review 

existing demographic data 

 Establish “what we do 

know” about EAF donors; 

identify sampling criteria 

Apr. – May 

2015 

 

Stage 2: 

Domain 

Exploratory data collection 

 3 key informant in depth, 

unstructured interviews 

 Interview transcript text 

analysis 

Sampling: Criterion based groups  

 Domain selection 

 Narrow the focus 

May – Sept. 

2015 

Stage 3: 

Factor and 

Variable 

Semi-structured data collection 

 12 semi-structured 

interviews 

 Interview transcript text 

analysis 

Sampling: Targeted  

 Operationalization of 

factors and variables 

 Begin to identify cultural 

consensus, if possible  

Oct. – Dec. 

2015 

Stage 5: 

Analysis 

Data analysis and report 

development 

 Text analysis of all 

interview transcripts 

 Define EAF donor 

profile(s), if applicable  

 Develop fundraising 

strategy recommendations 
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In Stage 1 I conducted a literature review of fundraising and donor profiling tactics to 

establish context for EAF in regards to where it stands in comparison to the best practices found 

in the nonprofit sector.  Literature dealing with cultures of charity/philanthropy was reviewed in 

order to develop the domain-based research model, which diagrammed the possible elements of 

this research topic and their potential relationships. Other literature regarding the anthropology 

of energy, cultures of energy, and the energy/utility industry was reviewed to establish the 

historical context of energy assistance. This exercise helped to identify phenomena related to 

philanthropy and acts of giving to be researched. These phenomena aided in the development of 

research questions. EAF’s existing demographic data on the customers who have donated to EAF 

in the past were examined to establish what “we already know” about these customers. These 

demographic data were then used to develop sampling criteria for the subsequent project stages. 

Analyzing these data by identifying patterns, and determining if these patters coincided with 

findings from the interviews, helped EAF to know who to target in future donation solicitations. 

Stage 2 consisted of 60 to 90 minute in depth interviews with 3 key informants. These 

interviews were audio recorded and transcribed. Key informants were selected based on the 

following criteria: 

 To the extent possible, a targeted, criterion-based sample that is representative of SCE’s 

existing EAF donors was identified  

 Customers who had a prior business relationship with EAF (i.e. responded to a donation 

solicitation sent by SCE on behalf of EAF within the past 6 months in order to minimize 

perception of communications being unsolicited) 

 Willingness to participate and response to recruitment letter sent by SCE (a $25 

Starbucks gift card was provided to incentivize participation). 
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Study participants were recruited from the total population of utility customers 18 years of 

age or older in southern California who donated to EAF in the past 6 months: approximately 

3,000 customers. Age, gender, and racial composition were not sampling criteria. Part of the goal 

of this study was to determine if there are any demographic patterns among the population of 

donors that may have some bearing on their likeliness to donate. The demographics of current 

EAF donors who are customers of SCE are: 

 Age range is between 18 and 100 years 

 Gender included males and females. Specific percentage of each is unknown because it 

has never been tracked 

 Racial/ethnic composition: White (60%), African American (3%), Asian/Pacific Islander 

(8%), Hispanic (20%), or other (3%), not identified (6%). 

Participants were recruited by sending a letter to their home. The letter thanked them for their 

past donation to EAF, and requested if they would be willing to participate in the study in order 

to help EAF improve its fundraising efforts. The interviews were subsequently conducted in 

either public spaces of the subject’s choosing, or their homes. As an employee of SCE, the 

Primary Investigator had legitimate access to these customers. 

Significant patterns found in the demographic data analysis from Stage 1 were used to select 

the group of customer donors to receive the recruitment letter. These interviews were 

unstructured and deeply detailed to allow for the elements and phenomena (domains) identified 

in Stage 1 to be explored openly and without barriers. This flexibility allowed me to explore any 

undefined phenomena and break them down into more specific factors to be examined in Stage 

3. For example, considering the domain of giving, the in depth interviews helped me to further 

break down these domains into contributing factors such as upbringing, financial status, 
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emotional attachment to the cause, etc. Analysis of the transcripts from the recorded interviews 

also began in this stage. Doing so helped determine if patterns in the demographic data coincided 

with what the interviews are revealing. These interviews illuminated variables to be examined in 

depth in Stage 3.  

Stage 3 consisted of 60 to 90 minute semi-structured interviews to operationalize the factors 

from Stage 2 into specific variables. These interviews were recorded and transcribed. In the 

example above, the factor of financial status can be operationalized into variables that relate back 

to what motivates these customers to donate to EAF - What ways does financial status impact 

willingness to give? If a customer once received help from EAF, but is still low income, are they 

more or less likely to give? Would this low income customer want to give in order to pay it 

forward, or is a customer more likely to give because they simply can afford to financially? 

Knowledge of, or past participation in, SCE’s other Income Qualified Programs were also taken 

into consideration. Operationalization was also where codes were developed for all the textual 

data from the interview transcripts through the use of Microsoft Excel.  These semi-structured 

interviews swept up any pertinent information that may have been missed in Stage 2 such as 

donation preferences (channel, amount, time, etc.). Key variables identified through these 

interviews were intended to show if there is consensus on these points in the “giving culture” so 

to speak of these EAF donors (see Chapter 4). 

All my interactions with participants began with a proper introduction to the research and 

myself, including my role at UNT and SCE. I established a comfortable atmosphere and obtained 

informed consent. I presented the informed consent form to the subject at the time of the 

interview. The form explained the purpose of the study to the subject as well as risks or benefits 

to the subject, if any. There were no risks or benefits for the research subjects. I provided a 
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detailed overview of the study to the subject at that time, and answered any questions the subject 

had. The subject and I both signed the informed consent form and the subject was given a copy 

before the interview began.  

In this final analysis stage, the data were examined in wider context as multiple sources were 

brought together. Some initial analysis of the interview transcripts and demographic data was 

conducted in the previous stages, but everything was reviewed with a fine-toothed comb in this 

stage. The purpose of this phase was to confirm consensus among all data points, if any, in 

regards to who these donors are, their donation preferences, what motivates them, etc. This stage 

was essentially designed to define the “culture” or “cultures” of these EAF donors – what norms, 

assumptions, values, and behaviors do they share as it relates to giving to EAF? Are there sub-

groups and/or multiple EAF donor profiles? Code books were created for the transcripts by using 

Microsoft Excel. Transcripts were processed to identify patterns and trends. I used all of this 

information to develop recommendations for EAF to improve their fundraising. The report for 

the Client was written during this final phase.  

All subjects’ personally identifiable data remained confidential. I maintained sole ownership 

of all interview data in order to protect confidentiality. All interview subjects were given 

pseudonyms. The confidentiality of individual information will be maintained in any 

publications or presentations regarding this study. Audio clips and photos were carefully selected 

to reveal no personal, verbal, or text-based identifying information, or anything negative about 

the study participants. The research plan as it relates to human subjects (SCE customers to be 

interviewed) was submitted to, and approved by, UNT’s Institutional Review Board for the 

Protection of Human Subjects to ensure ethical standards were met. 
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3.4 Data Collection 

The data collection methods used were exploratory/unstructured interviews and semi-

structured interviews. Three, two-hour exploratory interviews and twelve, two-hour semi-

structured interviews were conducted. Of the three exploratory interviewees, two were on the 

CARE rate and one was on the regular residential customer rate. The twelve semi-structured 

interviews consisted of one CARE customer and the remaining were on the standard residential 

rate, indicating that most are of a higher income bracket. Interviewees were selected based on the 

first to respond to the recruitment letter. Of 300 letters sent out, a total of 19 customers 

responded. 4 canceled their interview last minute or did not show.  As a result, a total of 15 

interviews were conducted.   Below in Tables 3.2, 3.3, and 3.4 are summaries of all available 

demographic information for each interviewee. 

Table 3.2  Interviewee Demographics – Exploratory Interviews  

Pseudonym  Lilly Jessica Tara 
SCE Rate Residential  CARE CARE 
Climate Zone  8 - Costal inland 8 - Costal inland 6 - Costal 
Uses SCE online services No No No 
Household Size 1 2 1 
Household Income (in 
thousands) 

$100-$125 $35-$50 $35-$50 

Owner/ Renter Homeowner Renter Renter 
Gender Female Female Female 
Age 68 68 73 
Marital Status Married Single Single 

Education  
Advanced college 
degree 

No college 
Advanced college 
degree 

Ethnicity Italian African American Irish 
Language English English English 
Religion Catholic Protestant Catholic 
Credit Score 886 804 862 
Average Monthly Bill  38.99 6.35 29.05 
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Table 3.3  Interviewee Demographics – Semi-Structured Interviews 

Pseudonym  Beth Mary Fred Marie Kathy Jane 

SCE Rate 
Residenti
al  

Residential Residential Residential Residential  Residential 

Climate 
Zone  

6 - 
Costal 

9 - Costal 
interior  

9 - Costal 
interior 

9 - Costal 
interior 

16 - 
Semiarid 

9 - Costal 
interior 

Uses SCE 
online 
services 

No Yes No No No No 

Household 
Size 

2 1 1 2 1 2 

Household 
Income (in 
thousands) 

$50-$75 $100-$125 $25-$35 $50-$75 $50-$75 $35-$50 

Owner/ 
Renter 

Homeow
ner 

Homeowne
r 

Homeown
er 

Homeown
er 

Homeown
er 

Homeown
er 

Gender Female Female Male Female Female Female 
Age 76 69 83 82 59 83 
Marital 
Status 

Married Single Widower Married Single Married 

Education  
College 
degree 

College 
degree 

College 
degree 

Advanced 
college 
degree 

Advanced 
college 
degree 

No college 

Ethnicity Scottish Jewish English English Italian Dutch 
Language English English English English English English 

Religion 
Protestan
t 

Jewish Protestant Protestant Catholic Protestant 

Credit Score 910 910 910 785 910 910 
Average 
Monthly Bill  

30.88 218.35 30.95 189.14 36.19 61.45 
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Table 3.4  Interviewee Demographics: Semi-Structured Interviews (Continued)  

Pseudonym  Helen  Chris Dana Sally Al James 

SCE Rate 
Residenti
al  

CARE 
Residentia
l  

Residentia
l 

Residential Residential 

Climate 
Zone  

10-Inland 
valley 

8 - Costal 
inland 

15-Low 
desert 

10-Inland 
valley 

9 - Costal 
interior  

9 - Costal 
interior  

Uses SCE 
online 
services 

No Yes Yes Yes No No 

Household 
Size 

2 2 2 2 3 3 

Household 
Income (in 
thousands) 

$250-
plus 

$35-$50 $200-$250 $50-$75 $100-$125 $100-$125 

Owner/ 
Renter 

Renter Renter Renter Renter 
Homeowne
r 

Homeowne
r 

Gender Female Male  Female  Female Male Male 
Age 46 50 62 37 41 40 
Marital 
Status 

Married Single Married Single Married Married 

Education  
No 
college 

College 
degree  

College 
degree 

College 
degree 

College 
degree 

College 
degree 

Ethnicity English 
African 
American

Scottish 
African 
American 

English Hispanic 

Language English English English English English English 

Religion 
Protestan
t 

Protestan
t 

Protestant Protestant Protestant Protestant 

Credit Score 838 756 910 678 731 759 
Average 
Monthly Bill  

101.43 33.62 21.82 98.76 31.52 37.12 

 
3.5 Analysis 

Data analysis was done through fully transcribing each audio recording of each interview. 

Each transcript was then coded and sorted based on recurring words, phrases, and concepts 

(Bernard 2015: 398-412). Codes were used to identify the emerging themes. Through the act of 

fully transcribing each interview, codes could be applied more deductively because themes and 

patterns can be located systematically from multiple reviews of the written text. Phrases or ideas 

were coded, and if multiple interviewees repeat a phrase or idea, a theme among the codes 
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emerges. Some in field analysis was also done through inscription and description to help guide 

the questioning and investigation both during and after the interview. The purpose of this was to 

ensure important traits, patterns, and hypotheses were not lost over the months of interviewing 

and analysis that took place. Once the interview transcripts were complete and fully coded, a 

database of themes that appeared in every interview was constructed in Microsoft Excel to sort 

out each code by column, and insert the corresponding thick description from each interview in 

the rows below. This process lead to a domain analysis of grouping codes into any over-arching 

patterns or categories among the interviewees and interpret what drove them to donate to EAF. 

Research Methods in Anthology, Russell Bernard (2006), particularly the chapter on cultural 

domain analysis, was particularly influential here. This helped to visualize the donors’ 

motivations and begin to build recommendations for the Client.  
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CHAPTER 4 

4 PROJECT RESULTS 

4.1 Donor Demographics 

EAF donors are demographically similar to other fuel fund donors across the United States as 

found through SCE’s benchmarking activities. Across the total SCE customer EAF donor 

population from 2012 through 2015 (approximately 8,500 individuals) the following 

demographic trends have been identified: 

 Seniors citizens with an average age of 63 

 Ethnicity is 58% Caucasian and 27% Hispanic 

 Largely female 

 Largely college educated  

 75% English speaking 

 Average household size 2.57 

 Average household income $76,000 

 92% homeowners 

 77% married 

 80% live in temperate climate zones, therefore have relatively low electricity bills 

(average monthly bill is under $50) 

 Average credit score 860 

 60% mail in their SCE bill payments 

 26% are on the CARE rate (low income) 

For this project, SCE provided a statistician, Melanie Edel, Ph.D., to complete a multivariate 

analysis of all available demographic characteristics of the total population of SCE customers 
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who donated to EAF between 2012 and 2015. Methods used included logistic and multiple 

regression modeling. Her findings and crosstabulations indicated that an age of 56+, living in a 

temperate climate zone, credit score and certain Prizm groups increased the likelihood a 

customer would donate. Prizm is a set of geo-demographic segments for the United States, which 

SCE relies heavily upon for market segmentation. The top three Prizm groups that had the 

greatest impact on the likelihood of a customer donating were: American Classics, Golden 

Ponds, and Heartlanders. As of February 11, 2016, The Nielsen Company website defined 

American Classics as lower-middle class, retired, homeowners, predominately white singles and 

couples with close ties to their current neighborhoods. This correlates with the fact that 40% of 

EAF donors have been in the same house (per SCE customer database) for over 20 years. The 

Nielsen Company website defined Golden Ponds similarly to American Classics older (with an 

age of 50+), homeowners, no children, below average technology usage (coincides well with 

60% of EAF donors mailing in payments, and the majority of the interviewees not accessing 

SCE online tools).  Lastly, The Nielsen Company website defines Golden Ponds as (again 

similar to the other two) age of 50+, no children, homeowners, below average technology usage. 

Overall, the Prizm groups are relatively insignificant for this research due to the fact that they are 

made up of geo-demographic characteristics that have already been identified. They have been 

summarized here due to the high reliance of SCE on these groupings for development of 

marketing materials and campaigns.   

As summarized in Section 3.4, the demographics of the donors interviewed for this project 

largely fit the mold described above. The multivariate analysis of all of the above characteristics 

was used to create a profile of SCE customers most likely to donate to EAF. This profile was 

matched against SCE’s customer database to find service accounts fitting the profile. That 
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exercise yielded a top 10% tier of 400,000 SCE customer accounts, which the 2015 redesigned 

donor solicitation mailing was sent to. The redesigned mailing was a Client deliverable; please 

see Section 5.1 for more detail.  

Of these demographic characteristics which influence customers to donate to EAF, age, 

income, and the lack of children in the home was self-reported by each interviewee as a reason 

for donating. Helen, one of the semi-structured interviewees, stated, “older people who have 

gone through life give more. They don’t have kids at home to care for. They have fewer bills to 

pay. I wasn’t able to give what I give now when my husband and I were raising my kids and 

struggling to support them.” Fred had similar comments. He is “OK now [that he is retired], I’m 

comfortable and happy that I don’t have to work, so I give some of what I have to others. I have 

three kids and they’ve all done well.” Beth also credited her ability to donate to having spent her 

younger years saving and “planning ahead” so now she can “travel and enjoy retirement.” Part of 

that enjoyment for her is being able to donate and volunteer. Beth repeated throughout the 

interview that life is a gift, and all hard lessons are gifts, and now that she “has everything she 

needs,” she wants to “share what she has.”  

4.2 Donor Motivations Overview 

Upon review of the literature, the people who donate to EAF are very similar to charitable 

people on the whole. Bryant et al. (2003) found many of the same demographic characteristics 

listed above: age, higher income, educated, white, female, married, etc.  Bednall and Bove 

(2011) also found similar motivators among those who donate blood: altruism, sense of 

community, personal values, and moral obligation. The objective of this project was to provide 

the Client with a detailed description of EAF donors specifically – who they are, what they “look 

like,” and what motivated them to give to EAF – in hopes that other SCE customers who “look” 
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similar can be targeted for future solicitation efforts. The EAF donors have characteristics that 

appear to have led to a unique process that drove the act of giving. Political/civic activity is not 

specifically called out in the literature, but it appears to have an impact on motivating these SCE 

customers towards an EAF donation.  Figure 1 below provides a map of this thought process and 

its variations. This map is a result of the domain analysis referenced in Chapter 3. Each of the 

categories and themes shown in the map appeared in each interview transcript. The map provides 

a summary of all the prevalent themes identified through the interviews regarding EAF donor 

motivation. Table 4.1 below provides a complete list of themes that emerged from the analysis.  

To summarize the map below, the overarching trend identified was that each interviewee had 

either experienced deprivation of some kind (material and symbolic – being in poverty or being 

discriminated against for gender or ethnicity), or witnessed their parents experiencing it. From 

these experiences, they are more aware of deprivation that occurs for many people on a daily 

basis, and this seems to result in a strong sense of social injustice in the world. The deprivation 

also becomes a part of their identity – social deprivation self-concept (Bennett 2012). That self-

concept “engenders a greater community spirit” among those who have been deprived (Bennett 

2012:873). This in turn seems to feed a moral obligation to give, and results in these individuals 

selecting careers or volunteer work that is political or civic in nature.  There is also a strong 

sense to pay forward any assistance they received, especially those interviewees who are 

currently receiving assistance such as CARE. Each of the interviewees through all these 

experiences also went without electricity or witnessed their parents or a close family member. 

They all equally see electricity as a basic need, as essential and an intrinsic right. Each 

interviewee referenced Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs to some degree, that one must have food 

and shelter before they can reach their full potential, and electricity is seen as something you 
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need; it is seen as a part of shelter. All of these factors combined create an identity salience with, 

or affinity for, EAF and the other charities they support, and ultimately drives them to donate. 

According to Boenigk and Helmig (2013), there is a plausible bidirectional relationship between 

identity salience and behavior. The subsequent section will discuss each prevalent theme in 

detail, pulling evidence from the interview transcripts.  

Table 4.1 List of Themes  

Theme Category Theme Category 

Desire to serve others Belief Affiliation to low income Belief & Experience 

Electricity as a need Belief Affinity towards low income people Belief & Experience 

Electricity as a symbolic object Belief Education aligned with assistance Belief & Experience 

Electricity as a tangible object Belief Electricity as connectedness Belief & Experience 

Electricity as an intrinsic right Belief Electricity as safety Belief & Experience 

Income inequality as "luck of the 
draw" 

Belief Electricity as security Belief & Experience 

Income inequality as intrinsic 
aspect of society 

Belief Sense of civic duty Belief & Experience 

Moral obligation to give Belief Sense of community Belief & Experience 

Positive view of SCE Belief Sense of community among donors Belief & Experience 

Sense of luck Belief Sense of community among the 
disadvantaged 

Belief & Experience 

Committed to a just world Belief  Sense of community among the poor Belief & Experience 

Affiliation to EAF Experience Sense of community/camaraderie Belief & Experience 

Affiliation to SCE Experience Sense of community/camaraderie 
across all humans 

Belief & Experience 

Depression era references Experience Sense of feeling more fortunate than 
others/"blessed" 

Belief & Experience 

Experienced discrimination Experience Sense of income inequality Belief & Experience 

Experienced discrimination 
vicariously 

Experience Sense of inequality in society Belief & Experience 

Experienced financial hardship Experience Sense of political duty Belief & Experience 

Experienced hardship vicariously Experience Sense of social deprivation Belief & Experience 

Gone without electricity due to 
financial hardship 

Experience Sense of social injustice Belief & Experience 

Gone without electricity due to 
outage 

Experience Sense of social injustice in the world Belief & Experience 
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Table 4.1 Continued from Previous Page 

Long term SCE customers Experience Sense of unfairness in how low 
income people are treated 

Belief & 
Experience 

Pleasure from helping others/warm glow 
effect 

Experience Sense of unfairness in society Belief & 
Experience 

Public service career Experience Social deprivation self concept Belief & 
Experience 

Public service degree (education) Experience Spirituality Belief & 
Experience 

Received financial assistance Experience Pay it forward mentality Belief & 
forward action 

Religious participation Experience Amount of SCE bill influential on 
donating 

Experience & 
forward action 

Religious tiding Experience Political activity Experience & 
forward action 

Sense of current financial security Experience Social networks/social capital 
driving donations 

Experience & 
forward action 

Sense of feeling financially comfortable 
but not well off 

Experience Social networks/social capital 
driving volunteer work 

Experience & 
forward action 

WWII references Experience Volunteer work Experience & 
forward action 

Compelled by diverse imagery/different 
ethnicities, ages, etc. 

Marketing   

Compelled by imagery of children Marketing   

Compelled by imagery of homelessness Marketing   

Compelled by imagery of light/lamps Marketing   

Compelled by imagery of people using 
light/lamps 

Marketing   

Compelled by imagery of seniors Marketing   

Many ways to give Marketing     

Putting a face to the need Marketing     

Simple and easy Marketing     

Targeted/personalized Marketing     
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Figure 4.1 EAF Donor Motivation Map 

 

4.3 Donor Motivation Thick Description  

Beth is a 76-year-old African American woman and wife of 50 years. She grew up on a 

cotton farm in Florida and was primarily raised by her grandmother. Her grandmother picked the 

crops, and would never let Beth. She forced Beth to go to school and eventually on to college to 

earn a Bachelor’s degree in social science. Beth stated she “grew up in poverty without 

electricity. The first time I experienced electricity was in high school.” Here is the type of 

deprivation Beth experienced in her early years. She saw her grandmother, a slave on a cotton 

plantation, struggling and doing all she could to protect Beth from the same fate. Through these 

experiences she saw injustice in the world, which lead her to pursuing a career in social services 



 

53 
 

where she wanted to help people much like the help she received throughout her childhood and 

young adult years. Her self-concept identified with others who faced adversity and deprivation. 

She felt connected to them, felt a sense of community. Beth moved to California after earning 

her Bachelor’s degree at the age of 24. From that point onward she became what she referred to 

herself as a “pioneering clinician” as a social worker. She started a special program in the 1980s 

where she conducted interventions to reduce recidivism. She would help individuals who were 

released from jail learn how to navigate the outside world, apply for social services, including 

utility assistance. Beth stated that the one of the important values a person should have is to 

“meet the needs of others. Utilities is a need.” This evidences Beth’s moral obligation to help 

others and to give; as well as a pay it forward mentality. Beth stated, “Giving is a necessary part 

of being human. If you aren’t’ giving you have no purpose… We are all on a tiny planet 

together, we’ve all been created by the same Creator, so I should give to help the planet… God is 

love and if you love, you give.” This aligns well with the impure altruist model. Beth felt giving 

is a duty, a part of being human, and she felt a sense of warmth and utility by “helping the 

planet.” Regarding paying it forward, Beth felt if “people weren’t giving to me, I wouldn’t have 

made it – from the beginning I wouldn’t have made it… I can just see all the people who’ve 

helped me.” Beth stated she gives to EAF because she is concerned for the children who do not 

have electricity or heat at home (which she experienced as a child). This drive to pay it forward 

and to help the children she compared herself to helped to create identity salience between 

herself and EAF.  Beth also stated that giving to EAF was because of her profession. “I saw a lot 

of need working with criminals to try to keep them from going back to prison.”   

Marie has a somewhat similar story as Beth, in that she is familiar with racial discrimination 

and pursued a career in social services. Marie moved from Michigan to California as a Sociology 
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and African Studies graduate student in 1972. Marie always reported that she had “social justice 

concerns as a kid,” growing up in the tumultuous times of the 1960s with war and civil rights. 

Her parents were products of the Great Depression.  Her hero growing up was Harriet Tubman. 

This shows Marie’s experience with adversity and deprivation. She also came to California with 

only $200 in her pocket. Trying to go to school, find a job and a place to live with just $200 is no 

easy feat, not today, and not in the 1970s. Marie struggled throughout her schooling working two 

to three jobs at a time to make it work. She also had an interracial marriage, where racial 

discrimination was a reality. Marie began her career working on a poverty program at a 

children’s hospital. Much like Beth, these experiences in her younger life helped to create a self-

concept that aligned with people in need and a sense for social injustice in the world. Marie 

became a demographer and studied populations. She was passionate about making her work 

accessible to nonprofits so they could better serve those in need. Marie also reported a moral 

obligation to help others. She stated, “If you can help, you are morally obligated to do so.” This 

sense of obligation likely had a bidirectional relationship with her desire to work on poverty 

alleviation programs, and utilize her skills as a demographer to improve these services and 

increase their accessibility. These types of activities have continued into her later life. Since 

retiring she “had the time” to begin volunteering. Currently Marie works with a charity that takes 

crafts from people around the world and helps them sell. She is also very active in trying to get 

out the vote with League of Woman Voters, she serves on her local town council, as well as 

working on the state redistricting committee.  She is passionate about “instilling in people that 

voting matters” especially when it comes to seeing the change one wants to see in their 

community, with social services for example. Being engaged in this type of work as a career and 

as a retired volunteer created identity salience, affiliation, and affinity for EAF because she saw 
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the struggles people face, she saw social deprivation, and she worked right along side 

organizations that administered EAF. These experiences and beliefs are what motivated Marie to 

give to EAF.  

A different example of this path to donating to EAF comes from Chris and Jessica. Chris is a 

lower income individual on SCE’s CARE rate. He provides a good synopsis of the differences 

between the more affluent donors, and low income donors. Chris is “Watts, born and raised.” He 

is a 50 year old, African American, single dad with a son in preschool. Chris described his 

financial situation as “stable now,” but struggled very much earlier on. He grew up with a single 

mom and 4 other siblings. He states they were “poor but thankful that had family. Didn’t 

complain or blame.” Chris has worked in security for 28 years. He says he “likes to talk to 

people” and he “likes to serve.” Chris may not be in the social services, but his drive to serve 

people is exactly the same as Beth and Marie. Chris has faced deprivation in a different way than 

Beth and Marie, but it has undoubtedly had an impact on his life. Chris stated, “Community is 

built when people work together.” Security is important to him because he has not always felt 

secure so he “likes to help others in that way.” Wanting to help others with things he has felt 

deprived of (i.e. security), is thankful to have family around, and placing importance on people 

working together to build community is evidence of a sense of community among those who 

struggle but “do their part” because “someone helped you.” This is also evidence of a pay it 

forward mentality towards giving. Chris also values “integrity, your word is all you have, 

respect, family and spirituality – believe and do what the bible says.” This speaks to his moral 

obligation to give. Again with Chris, much like all other interviewees, they all describe giving as 

“its just the right thing to do.” Chris feels “doors open when you give from the heart,” which also 

represents a bit of the impure altruist model since giving has a sense of utility to him: it opens 
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doors.  In addition the above, Chris has the strongest drive to pay it forward specifically for EAF 

because he is receiving assistance through the CARE rate.  

Jessica is another low income customer who has received assistance through EAF and is on 

the CARE rate. Jessica is a 68 year old African American originally from New Orleans, “but 

might as well say California because I’ve been here 50 something years. I’ve been totally 

disabled for 27 years.” Due to her disability, she lost her job as a special aid trainee and has been 

struggling financially ever since. Jessica lives in government subsidized Housing and Urban 

Development (HUD) housing, where she must be able to afford her utilities or risk eviction. 

Jessica’s deprivation experience has primarily been due to her disability and financial distress. 

Jessica is one of the strongest representations of the dominant belief among all the interviewees 

that electricity is a necessity. Having severe arthritis, Jessica knows first hand what it is like to 

have to go without heating or cooling when you can’t afford your electricity. She shared that the 

CARE discount she receives give her $15 back (the 30% discount equates to approximately $15 

discounted from her bill each month, thus she sees that $15 as extra money in her pocket she can 

use to purchase food), “that’s $15 dollars I can buy some food with.” Many of the interviewees 

recognized that most people don’t realize this about electricity. Mary for example hadn’t 

experienced a lack of electricity due to financial hardship, but she did experience a 12 day power 

outage that made her realize how critical electricity in the home can be. She stated that she, and 

most people, “can’t imagine not having electricity.” She puts herself in other’s shoes, as well as 

Helen. Most interviewees stated directly that people don’t think about electricity; “it’s like 

water” to Helen, “you turn on the tap and expect it to be there. Also the fact that it doesn’t go out 

very often makes it so that people don’t realize.” Karen also has not herself had difficulty 

affording utilities, but she lives in the mountains and can easily see how “deadly” it can be to not 
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have electricity when there is snow everywhere. All of the interviewees, Jessica most of all, state 

that this realization of the necessity of electricity motivates them to give. Jessica deeply wants to 

pay it forward given the fact that SCE’s assistance programs, in her opinion, “literally keep me 

off the streets” because of the fact that if she couldn’t pay her utilities, she would be evicted from 

her HUD apartment. This speaks to the paramount importance of affordable utilities. It makes it 

so that families who are really struggling can pay for food, and pay their rent to not put 

themselves and their children on the street. Jessica is also heavily active in the resident board for 

the building she lives in. She said she is “trying to build something.” She “likes to teach people” 

and help them get educated on the assistance programs available and to get help like she did. She 

feels a very strong sense of community among the other low income families that face the 

deprivation she does like having to wear extra clothing because you can’t afford the heater, and 

having to sweat through the summer. She feels a strong self-concept of being deprived, of 

wanting to help others who are like here, who are a part of that socially deprived community. In 

summary, there is a noticeable difference between donors who are CARE customers (low 

income) and those who are more middle class. The difference is primarily found in the pay it 

forward motivation.  

Non CARE customers exhibit many of the same motivations summarized in Figure 4.1, 

except for the pay it forward mentality. Non CARE customers seem to have developed the same 

self concepts based on witnessing others’ injustice (i.e. parents struggling) or through other types 

of injustice (i.e. political, racial). Helen for example cited her main motivation as “seeing people 

looking for food and a place to stay during the Depression,” and feeling a sense of injustice when 

her dad had a job and “other able bodied folks did not.” She stated that “left an impression on 

her” as a child, especially seeing her dad giving out some of the food they had, and allowing 
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strangers to stay in their home. This sense of community, this sense of (as stated by Helen) “we 

are all in this together, some have jobs and some don’t but we are all still equal and human and 

should help one another,” drove her to give. Just because she is better off financially than her 

neighbor, that doesn’t mean her neighbor is “less of a person,” or “doesn’t work as hard,” they 

are equally entitled to be able to be comfortable and have electricity.  

Findings indicated that knowledge of other assistance programs and their extensive budgets 

(i.e. CARE, ESAP, LIHEAP) did not hinder customer donations to EAF. In fact, it may have 

helped. Helen stated that knowledge of these programs and the magnitude of the dollars in 

assistance available showed that “SCE is not just about the bottom line.” Every interviewee 

expressed a sentiment that knowing so much assistance was out there made them feel like their 

small donation was adding to something that was large enough to make a difference. Marie 

likened this to voting. She discussed how many “young people don’t realize how important it is 

to vote. They don’t think their one vote matters. The thing they don’t understand is that they are 

part of a larger whole. If everyone votes, it matters.” She stated that knowing how much 

assistance is available made her feel the same way that she tries to get young people to feel about 

voting, that when you are a part of something larger (i.e. millions of dollars in energy assistance) 

you feel like your small contribution, your one vote, carries more weight, that it is able to make a 

difference when it is backed up by something so large. Marie: “If everyone were to give a little 

bit to EAF on top of all that other assistance, we might just solve the problem completely!” 

4.4 Recommendations for EAF 

Another result of this project was a report in PowerPoint format of recommendations the 

Client can employ to improve donor solicitations and expand the donor pool. These 

recommendations came directly form the interviewees, and from the Principal Investigator’s 
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analysis of the data. At the end of each interview, each participant was asked if they had any 

recommendations for EAF. Below is a list of all recommendations the interviewees shared in the 

final stage of their interviews: 

 Solicitations should be personally addressed and targeted to the account holder (instead 

of a blanket insert into every SCE bill) 

 Solicitations should “put a face to the need.” This was how Jessica framed it in her 

commentary and the verbiage stuck. Jessica, and virtually all other subjects felt that it 

was important to show the face and story of a real person who benefits from EAF and 

what that grant does for them. Jessica also volunteered to become that face, which you 

can see in Figure 2 in Section 4.5 below. Helen, Kathy, Marie, and Mary just to name a 

few, stated they felt putting a real person and real scenarios (i.e. keeping someone from 

being evicted, helping them pay for groceries) on the solicitation was encourage others to 

give because it would help others see how electricity is a necessity. For Beth, seeing a 

child reading by a light was particularly effective, for that same reason. It reminded her 

that children are the helpless victims in there situations.  

 Donation channels should be various, simple, and easy to use. 

 The fact that every cent of the donation goes directly to a person in need should be made 

clear. 

 Diverse imagery of all ethnicities and ages should be used. Images of children are seen as 

particularly effective.  

 Use works projects to get people directly involved (i.e. a work day at an agency to help 

people apply for EAF) 

 Use language from actual donors to share their positive donating experiences. 
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 Ask directly and use continual reinforcement.  

 Start a flexible due or donation process (various levels: $5, $25, etc.) 

 Allow people to select a percentage of their SCE bill to donate (i.e. add an extra 10% on 

to your SCE bill to donate) 

 Ask people face to face for donations. 

 In the words of Marie: “don’t just focus on us old white anglos.” In other words, develop 

strategies to target the younger generations and various ethnicities and use more social 

media.  

 Highlight more of what SCE and its employees do in the community from volunteering to 

donating.  

 Talk to your donors, maintain constant communication and continue to include them in 

the discussion like was done with this research project – keep them invested and learn 

more about them.  

In addition to the recommendations from the interview subjects, which were validated by the 

Principal Investigator, further recommendations from the Principal Investigator’s analysis are 

listed below:  

 In the messaging, leveraging the map in Figure 1 – the sense of community and 

camaraderie that the current EAF donors have with those in need, the real world 

experiences of deprivation and poverty, the moral obligation/duty to give. 

 Solicit to groups and publications that are also known for charity and supporting poverty-

related causes such as religious groups or groups existing EAF donors are members of. 

 Target senior specific publications and groups like AARP or senior living facility 

newsletters, newsletters of senior centers, etc. 
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 Target female specific publications and groups. 

 Partner with like-minded charities such as food banks and shelters.   

4.5 Client Deliverables and Application 

The Client deliverable included a PowerPoint presentation and report to the Site Sponsor and 

the department she resides in. The map described in Section 4.2 was delivered to the Client as a 

tool to use in development of marketing materials. The detailed description of donor thought 

processes and motivations will also aid the Client in identifying other groups, nonprofits, or 

publications they can target for marketing materials or seek out for partnerships whose 

membership is committed to values, beliefs and causes similar to the existing EAF donors. The 

initial findings were presented to the Client in October 2015, with a final presentation in 

December 2015. The Client intended to apply the findings of this research to their 2016 EAF 

strategic plan and donor solicitation mailer, however, due to a change in the Client’s marketing 

timeline, the information found through the research was also used to re-design EAF’s 

November 2015 annual donor solicitation mailing. The ethnographic interview data was used to 

improve the letter design, messaging, and delivery. Many of the edits made to the letter were as a 

direct result of the recommendations made by the interviewees (see Section 4.3 for additional 

detail). Some of these edits include: putting a face to the need (a picture and story from a real 

EAF recipient and donor was added to the letter), imagery chosen was reflective of SCE’s 

diverse customer base, themes identified among current and past EAF donors were integrated 

into the messaging of the letter (i.e. electricity being a basic necessity and camaraderie among 

those who give/those who are in need), the simplicity and multitude of ways to donate was 

highlighted, the fact that 100% of donations go directly to the customers in need (none towards 

overheads or administration) was highlighted, the letter was personally addressed to each 
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customer, etc. See Figure 4.2 below, which highlight some of the above edits. Figure 4.3 has the 

2014 solicitation for comparison.   

Figure 4.2  2015 Donor Solicitation Edits 
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Figure 4.3  2014 Donor Solicitation  
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The quantitative analysis of the demographic information from SCE’s customer database was 

used to develop a mailing list for the new solicitation (based on the multivariate analysis 

described in Section 4.1), targeting customers most likely to donate because they have either 

already donated, or share the same characteristics as customers who donate. The letter was sent 

to customers in the last week of November 2015. In the first week alone approximately 1,000 

responses to the mailer were received, in comparison to the under 400 responses received during 

the first week from the 2014 solicitation. Overall the 2014 solicitation did have more customers 

who responded (approximately 7,500 responses out of 3.2 million letters sent in 2014 and about 

2,500 responses to 400,000 letters sent in 2015), the overall response rate was significantly 

higher for the 2015 solicitation. The response rate for 2014 was 0.2%, while 2015 was 0.6%. A 

response rate of less than one percent shows there is still a large opportunity for improvement, 

but the fact that the response rate tripled demonstrates the effectiveness of the 2015 letter itself is 

drastically higher than previous years. These results indicate that the design and messaging of the 

letter itself is now on the right track, however, the still relatively dismal response rate as 

compared to the average response rate for similar non profit donor acquisition efforts of 1% 

(Sargeant and Shang 2010), indicates that EAF still has room to grow in terms of identifying 

their target audience. Conversion rates (converting a response to an actual donation) for 2015 

and 2014 were both 90%. Given the short time frame between when the results of this study were 

presented (October 2015) to when the letter was generated (early November 2015), the results of 

this study could not be applied at the deepest level possible due to the time constraints. The 

results will be applied on a deeper level in 2016 such as including in social media campaigns and 

spending more resources on design, and likely yield greater results. Application of the results of 

this research were intended for EAF’s 2016 solicitation, however, since the 2015 solicitation 
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went out later than originally planned, the Client had the opportunity to apply the findings from 

this research at a high level.  

The 2014 annual solicitation mailing generated over $90,000 in donations from 

approximately 3,000 customers sending checks, cash, or donating via their SCE bill by rounding 

up to the nearest dollar or by any other whole dollar amount of the customer’s choosing. 

Although the 2015 mailing results are not final because customers tend to reply to the solicitation 

through March, as of February 2016 the mailer has generated over $49,000 in donations from 

approximately 1,500 customers sending checks, cash, or donating via their SCE bill by rounding 

up to the nearest dollar or by any other whole dollar amount of the customer’s choosing. This 

recent mailer also included a text to donate channel for EAF.   

A somewhat unexpected result of this project was the administrative costs savings. These 

savings directly impact SCE’s corporate goals and key performance indicators to reduce 

operational/administrative spend. As stated in section 3.1, SCE is under immense pressure to 

reduce its expenses; despite the intended deliverable of improving fundraising efforts and 

redistributing dollars from administrative costs to funds raised for EAF, this unintended 

deliverable became a major year-end accomplishment and highlight for the entire residential 

programs department. The research was highlighted in the residential department as an 

operational excellence project – showcasing the use of the research to improve donor 

solicitations/communications and reduce Company costs. As noted earlier, the Company (SCE) 

pays all of the administrative costs of EAF.  Administrative costs for EAF were reduced because 

with this research, 400,000 households were identified who would be more likely to donate and 

the mailer was sent to them only. In the past EAF mailed to SCE’s entire residential customer 

base, about 3.2 million households. As you can imagine this drastically reduced printing and 
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postage costs. This effort reduced the overall annual donor solicitation budget by 30%. Another 

unexpected benefit was that the contracted design agency contributed pro-bono work to this 

project as a result of them hearing about the research that took place to inform the design of the 

mailer.  

In December 2015, the final presentation of deliverables was made to the residential 

customer programs and services portfolio at the departmental year end meeting. The final 

presentation included the project results summarized in Chapter 4, which will be utilized to 

formulate the 2016/2017 program year plan and solicitation efforts. The meeting included all the 

employees from the department (about 60 people). SCE leadership in attendance at the meeting 

included the Site Sponsor, her principal manager, and the other four managers in the department. 

The research was extremely well received. The research will continue to inform donor marketing 

and outreach going forward, including a new social media campaign for 2016. An update of the 

research will be conducted in the 3rd quarter of 2016, and is likely to continue on an annual basis.  
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CHAPTER 5 

5 PERSONAL REFLECTION 

Given the extensive and complex environment in which utilities and their energy assistance 

programs operate (regulators, legislators, interveners, consumer advocacy groups, other federal 

and state assistance programs, politics, etc.), it is important to reflect upon some of the associated 

limitations of this research and the larger implications of this research as it continues. The focus 

of this thesis on one particular program at one particular utility meant that there was a limited 

examination of national regulatory and legislative dimensions of energy assistance programs.   

Furthermore, the thesis focused on only one energy assistance program at the utility SCE, 

and it is the smallest one.  Three other energy assistance programs at SCE, CARE, ESAP, and 

LIHEAP, collectively represent well over $5 billion in assistance, whereas EAF only contributes 

approximately $1.5 million. EAF does not play a significant role in addressing energy poverty 

from a financial perspective, but it does address it from a symbolic perspective. EAF is 

considered a part of the larger fuel fund picture across the nation. LIHEAP is also a fuel fund. 

Symbolically, EAF represents SCE’s voluntary, non-mandated, commitment to addressing 

energy poverty as a part of the overall web of assistance across federal programs, community 

based programs, and other utility programs.  

The intent of this thesis was not to portray EAF itself as playing a critical role in addressing 

issues of energy poverty and access, but rather that the existence of programs like EAF play a 

critical role. SCE’s voluntary offering of EAF sends the message to the public that SCE is not 

just “about the bottom line,” but that SCE truly walks the talk of its community service and 

philanthropic culture as described on their website (see Section 1.3).  The existence of programs 

like EAF aids companies in demonstrating their commitment to the community. As EAF and 



 

68 
 

other fuel funds grow, they one day may be able to provide a stronger financial impact on energy 

assistance, but if companies decide to not offer them, that potential is lost.  

Furthermore, while programs such as CARE, ESAP, and LIHEAP provide extensive 

assistance for low income customers, there are also limitations to such programs. For example, 

CARE, ESAP, and LIHEAP are unable to provide debt forgiveness. From my 7 years of personal 

experience working on these programs, attending many low income customer events, and talking 

with hundreds of low income customers on daily basis, it became apparent to me that the emic 

perspective of low income customers is that this assistance is not helping them in the way they 

feel they need the most (i.e. debt forgiveness).  

Utilities and regulatory bodies go to great lengths to ensure that protections are in place for 

low income populations, and that their voices are represented through the development of energy 

assistance programs; however, customers may not agree on how represented they actually feel. 

They may also feel that current assistance programs don’t help them get out of the financial hole 

they are in where their total expenses far outweigh their income. I attended community events 

and worked with customers to get them enrolled in CARE, referring them to ESAP, LIHEAP and 

EAF agencies, making calls on their behalf, etc. Yet there was nothing I could do to get them out 

of the debt they were already in. They were still angry. They still felt helpless. They still felt like 

no one was really listening and that these programs were not going to help them start over with a 

clean slate, which is what they felt they needed. Additionally, being able to access these 

assistance programs is a full time job in and of itself. Agencies providing this assistance can be 

far distances or localized to one region. It is difficult for a person to drive to an agency to get a 

LIHEAP grant during business hours when they work, or if they don’t have transportation. 

Ultimately, this becomes an issue of living wage.  Difficulties also arise from the varying 
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requirements across state, federal, and utility assistance programs. Issues of energy poverty are 

directly related to the issue of poverty itself. Addressing the changes in the utility business, 

energy industry, shifts in SCE’s philanthropic philosophy, as well as issues of poverty and wage 

are beyond the objective of this thesis, but are important contextual pieces to recognize. The 

objective was to help EAF understand SCE customer donors.  

From a practical perspective, the thesis project showed me that my training as an 

anthropologist has been serving me very well in my career at SCE all along. My dual identities 

as an applied anthropologist and “corporate drone” if you will, have been improving how 

effective I am at each. My nearly 10 years of project management and contract management 

experience resulted in my having zero client relation challenges, while my training in 

anthropology has improved my ability to communicate and understand the people I work with, 

thus improving my management of projects, including this one. It’s a cycle of continuous 

improvement. I am able to understand the people I work with in ways my fellow teammates 

seem unable to do because I know how to not just listen to people, but really hear them. I am 

able to see things from their point of view. I am able to unassumingly and unnoticeably observe 

people to better understand how to best work with them and serve them. This skill aided in the 

execution of this project as well. I am able to recognize patterns in behavior and use that towards 

the execution of a project and solving of a human, business problem.   

My manager at SCE often compliments me on my ability to see people and understand their 

behavior and motivations. Early into my position under this manager, there was an analyst on our 

team who broke into tears in a staff meeting. Not a single person in the room had any idea why 

she started to cry, not even our manager. They were all completely flabbergasted, but to me, it 

was as plain as day. My manager asked me afterwards what I thought caused the tears. I stated: 
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You put her on the spot. You all were drilling her with questions about the event she was 

planning and its efficacy. From my observations, I saw that the project manager this analyst was 

working for constantly protected her and fielded all the questions for her. The analyst never had 

to answer for her own work. Now that this project manager has moved on to a new role, the 

analyst had to answer these tough questions, and the pressure broke her and she began to cry due 

to the stress. My recommendation for my manager was to ease the analyst into these types of 

scenarios, question her in private until she gets comfortable. Make sure she understands the 

questions are to help her, not attack. Through participant observation alone, such a basic, 

rudimentary skill for an anthropologist, I was able to solve this problem in a business setting.  

The above in my opinion is what made this an applied project. I was taking the skills from 

anthropology, from academia, and applying them to a real world business setting to help solve 

the problem of fundraising for EAF. I had the needs of the Client to consider, as well as my 

subject’s. Anthropology enriches relationship management, which is critical in the successful 

execution of any project.  

 Stepping back and taking a look at the energy industry, one of the most striking learnings 

for me personally is how capital is used to gain power over and through energy and/or 

population. The key is to figure out what forms of capital you have that the other party does not 

have. Much like the stories of Wyoming, Rancho Penasquitos, the Gulf of Mexico, Peru, 

Zanzibar, and Tanzinia, capital (social capital in particular) can be used in a variety of different 

ways to achieve a goal. For a public interest like that of low income communities, social capital 

is the most valuable way to gain power because in most cases the public simply cannot compete 

with the combined economic and social capital of corporations or government. Where the 

corporation may be able to better tap the “linking into external resources” (Strauss and Reeser 
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2013:112) dimension of social capital, a public interest group may have better access to the 

bonding and bridging dimensions of social capital, creating an advantage.  The Northern Laramie 

Range Alliance (NLRA) was able to ban together, pool their social capital, and achieve their goal 

of keeping wind turbines out of their local mountain range. This same approach can be applied to 

energy assistance programs. There are many groups that lobby for economic assistance programs 

but they are fragmented both internally and externally of the utility. If these groups were to 

create a co-op like NLRA, the bonding and bridging capital of the various community based 

organizations and low income residents could be pooled to gain an advantage to achieve the goal 

of expanding the energy assistance programs provided by the utility and the state. These energy 

assistance programs contain energy efficiency and demand response measures. If low income 

customers have greater access to these measures, their energy consumption will decrease, and 

they can help combat the environmental impacts of over consuming fossil fuel energy. Hopefully 

armed with the right kind of capital deployed in the right way, we, those who work within the 

energy industry and social services, can break the cycle Laura Nader so often spoke of, where 

everything changes but nothing moves.  

The most powerful self-realization and reflective experience I had through this project was 

the impending loss of these older generations and the knowledge and experiences they have to 

offer – knowledge from all people in general. Every single person has something important to 

give to the world if someone bothers to ask them about it. My grandparents all passed away 

before I had a chance to learn their stories. Throughout this entire experience I felt as if I was 

meeting, making, then losing life-long friends all at once through each 2-hour interview.  These 

people have such a legacy to leave behind. Such amazing stories and perspectives on what it 

means to be human, and what it means to be charitable, are out there in the every-day people you 
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pass on the street. This I believe is the true anthropological experience – continuously being 

awestruck by the pure beauty in every single person on this planet – this is what anthropology 

adds to the outcome. I believe anthropology teaches us many things that we can apply to 

consulting work and to our everyday lives. It teaches us to value people for who they are: to 

appreciate their own emic perspective, to not be judgmental, to not be ethnocentric, to not 

assume, to learn from one another and share that knowledge with the world. I spent 2 hours 

interviewing with Marie at a coffee shop. We then spent an additional hour with a young woman 

about to graduate college with a journalism degree, who overhead that we were both researchers 

working in the social services, and sought out our advice on a career move she was 

contemplating. This, to me, is the value of anthropology. Meeting people and learning from 

them, and being able to impart that knowledge to others.  

I liken this to the American Anthropological Association’s (AAA) Principles for Professional 

Responsibility: Making your work accessible is similar to sharing knowledge for the good of our 

fellow humans, and things on the tiny planet we inhabit. I recall reading the AAA Code of Ethics 

when I first decided to pursue a Bachelor’s degree in anthropology back in 2004. 

“Anthropology—that most humanistic of sciences and scientific of humanities—is an irreducibly 

social enterprise. Among our goals are the dissemination of anthropological knowledge and its 

use to solve human problems” (American Anthropological Association, 2012). “Anthropology is 

an irreducibly social enterprise.” Working in corporate America for the past 10 years, I have also 

seen that it too is an irreducibly social enterprise. Those who understand this and have the skills 

to navigate it well have a marked advantage in personal and professional relationships over 

others who do not have such skills. These skills include ethnography, simply being a good 

listener, strong pattern recognition skills, and a holistic perspective; which leads to a strategic 
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mind that is able to use intuition, insight, and forethought to solve problems for the business. 

People are a major resource in the business world. You absolutely cannot get anything done 

without them. There is no aspect of business that does not involve people. If you are skilled at 

understanding, appreciating, and communicating with people, you will succeed, and these are all 

skills anthropology brings to the table.  
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