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The Prius Effect: Why it helps Lower Energy Usage, Even for Businesses 

By Caitlin Seele, Powerhouse Dynamics 

 

 

The “Prius Effect” is a phenomenon coined when the hybrid Toyota Prius introduced real time feedback 

on gasoline consumption.  It was observed and documented that a large subset of drivers would 

respond to the data by driving in a manner that decreased fuel consumption.  This real time feedback is 

now a staple on many cars, including some powered by a gasoline engine only. 

Can a simple matter of feedback impact energy usage in a business?  Doesn’t sound obvious – and yet, 

research suggests that exactly the same factors are at work to create the same effects.  Here’s why. 

 

Dealing with Energy – Today 

Most companies view their energy bill as something that is largely out of their control.  The bill comes 

well after the expenditure (the only commodity where you have no idea of the cost until way after the 

“purchase”).  Business managers don’t fully understand all of the components of this monthly cost, or 

how to translate energy costs (measured in kilowatt hours and therms) into terms of measurable units 

that they can understand.  Christopher Todd Payne’s University of Delaware dissertation on Energy 

Consumption Behavior in the Commercial Sector summed it up as follows: 

“In many cases, particularly in small and medium size-business categories, the link between 

energy consumption and energy cost is broken.  The result is a sense of disempowerment for 

many (energy) consumers. Rather than seeing their energy consumption as something under 

their control, they instead view the energy bill as an unavoidable component of operating a 

business, comparing it to other required expenses like rent or taxes.”   

Because of this, many managers simply pass their electricity bill on to their finance department for 

payment.  Managers typically lack the technical expertise required to decipher their confusing energy 

bills and, as a result again according to Payne, “there was a sense that conducting analysis of energy 

consumption was complex, and [because] they were not trained to do it… they felt unqualified to make 

any decisions about changing energy costs”.  Because these decision makers cannot understand the 

information that is being presented to them –which is insufficient in any event for this purpose - they 

have no insight into how much they could be saving by managing their energy consumption.  As a result, 

they do not prioritize energy management when considering how to invest their limited capital for 

improving their business.   

 

How do we Change this Situation? 

A report by William Prindle for the Pew Center on Climate changed entitled Best Business Practices for 

Energy Efficiency suggests that the most important factor in getting businesses to be in a better position 
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to address energy costs and tackle energy efficiency is to ensure that decision makers receive “direct 

and specific feedback, so that leaders not only see performance information, but have practical channels 

to act on it”.  

What type of information can meet this criterion?  A comprehensive report issued by the Electric Power 

Research Institute (EPRI) several years back summarizing the research on energy feedback in the 

residential sector (Residential Energy Use Feedback: a Research Synthesis and Economic Framework) 

provides some excellent insights.  The report showed that energy feedback can have a decided impact 

on energy consumption, but that the level of impact was highly correlated to the type of feedback 

provided.  To have a meaningful impact, EPRI reported that the data: should 

 be provided as soon after the consumption behavior as possible 

 be clearly and simply presented 

 be customized to the energy consumer’s specific circumstances 

 offer a meaningful standard of comparison 

 be provided over an extended period of time 

 include an equipment-specific consumption breakdown 

 be interactive. 

 
While this study focused largely on the residential market, the arguments apply to businesses as well.  

For example, having data clearly and simply presented and offered against a meaningful comparison are 

important if managers are going to have “practical channels to act on it”.  Similarly, having aggregate 

data only, such as total facility consumption, is not sufficient for making decisions – which is why the 

research suggested the importance of an equipment-specific consumption breakdowns.  Only by 

knowing the cost of operating different types of equipment is it possible to make informed decisions 

about where to invest energy efficiency dollars.  Moreover, equipment-specific information can pinpoint 

energy usage problem areas in a way that aggregate data cannot. 

There are likely to be differences in motivation between consumers and businesses, but the end result 

of feedback is essentially the same.  The EPRI report describes how consistent feedback helps change 

consumer behavior.  While there are behaviors that need to change in a business in order to save 

energy, the motivator may not be the feedback itself, but how the feedback is used.  For example, if 

equipment level, hourly or better information informs a regional retail or restaurant manager that 

specific equipment is being left on overnight at various locations, they are in a strong position to 

“influence” store managers behavior relating to turning things off. 

 

The Need for Consistency 

While receiving feedback on total energy usage once a month via the bill from the utility company, or 

doing an in-depth energy audit once every 2 years is helpful, these forms of feedback do not provide 

sufficient information to create and maintain the changes necessary to have a significant impact on 

energy usage.  Back to one of the examples above; if a manager wants to impact behavior regarding 

equipment turn off times, than that data needs to be provided on a frequent and ongoing basis.  The 
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fact that a store manager turns something off for a couple of days does not imply that they will continue 

to do so on an ongoing basis; therefore ongoing feedback is critical, as reported by EPRI.  Over time 

these behavioral changes may become habit, but with frequent staff turnover in many companies there 

is a need to continue to track and report this type of information.   

Moreover, the lack of ongoing data would make it difficult for managers to track their progress and 

effectively asses the profitability of their changes.  Continual feedback can serve as positive 

reinforcement for business owners and managers; once they adopt more energy efficient practices they 

will want to ensure that their investment is working on an ongoing basis.  

 

Balancing Act: Effective Feedback versus Distraction 

While continual feedback serves as a reminder about what needs to be done, too much feedback can 

quickly become distracting to a busy decision maker, and cause him or her to ignore the feedback so the 

distraction is eliminated.   An effective energy data system needs to provide a balance between 

feedback that is frequent enough to cause positive change but not so frequent as to discourage use of 

the system.  

Waiting longer than a week for feedback can derail process changes, as the time lag is too great for 

managers to make a connection between an action they take and the measured result, especially when 

managers may face more urgent problems over the course of a week.   Consistent and regular feedback 

– on a daily or at least weekly basis -- helps managers hold specific individual employees accountable for 

good operational practices, such as turning lights off or setting thermostats back at the end of the day.  

To quote Prindle again:  “Data management matters a great deal. Today’s best efficiency programs 

strike a delicate balance: they collect voluminous data, without inundating decision makers with an 

overwhelming volume of information”. 

 

What does it all mean? 

The goals, motivations and mechanisms may be different, but the results would appear to be the same.  

Just as the “Prius effect” has been shown to be effective at reducing energy consumption for drivers, 

research has shown that the right feedback can have the same effect for businesses.   

The EPRI report explained how the feedback mechanism worked for consumers: 

“Feedback has a motivational effect because it leads people implicitly or explicitly to set goals for 

themselves that they then try to achieve………… analysis suggests that feedback works through a three-

step process: learning, habit formation, and internalization of behavior.” 

For a business the motivation is bottom line oriented, and the results are not based just on changes in 

habits, but the end result should be the same – reduced energy usage.  The old maxim “you can’t 

manage what you don’t measure” is particularly true for energy.  The first step in the process of 

lowering energy usage is measurement; the second is feedback.   Unless you measure the right things 

and provide the right type of feedback you will not see much in the way of results,   Feedback by itself is 
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necessary but not sufficient - a business needs to make sure that they have the right processes in place 

to properly  leverage the feedback.  But without that feedback it is extremely difficult to make effective 

choices for lowering energy costs as a way of boosting profits. 
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