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Selecting an Energy Consultant
For Your “Energy Diet”
Small and Large Facilities Have

Different Priorities!

Eric A. Woodroof, Ph.D.

ABSTRACT

How do you select the best energy consultant to identify conser-
vation opportunities that don’t require equipment upgrades? A survey
was done to identify the key success factors in such contracts, and the
results indicate that small and large facilities have different priorities,
some of which are overwhelmingly dominant. This survey was done
in school districts, but the results have meaning and application for
many facility managers who manage multiple locations. To aid facility
managers in applying this information, some questions are presented
to assist them in the consultant-selection process.

INTRODUCTION

Every year, thousands of energy management projects/programs
are developed that yield great savings and returns on investments. Un-
fortunately, some ideas get stalled or postponed due to lack of funding.
Thus, finding programs that pay for themselves (such that cash flow
remains positive) has been a prerequisite for many buildings.

One solution approach is “behavior-based” energy conservation
programs. This can occur when an energy consulting firm identifies—
and possibly delivers—savings by improving operations and main-
tenance practices (as opposed to installing new equipment). Recent
research suggests that there is significant energy savings potential (ap-
proximately 25%) in behavior-based approaches, yet the implementation
of such programs requires different capabilities, as it can be difficult
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to actually change human behavior, especially in the United States.
Multiple research studies from 2007 to 2009 suggest that approximately
70% of US energy consumers say they want to save energy, yet less
than 20% have actually reported taking action. A much smaller percentage
has implemented a strictly behavior-based energy savings program. From the
above data, a gap exists between what is achievable and what is often
attempted (much like the human willpower displayed when someone
says they want to go on a diet).

Thus, it is apparent that savings opportunities exist, yet the skills
to implement behavior-based programs are different than “equipment-
based” approaches. So, how do you select the best consulting firm for
such a service? A survey was done to identify the key success factors,
and the data provided some interesting results. This study was done in
school districts, but the results have meaning and application for many
facility managers who manage multiple locations.

SURVEY AND DATA COLLECTION

Sixteen school districts were interviewed to identify the key suc-
cess factors for selecting a firm to provide an energy savings program.
Note: this type of “program” (which involves improving maintenance,
reducing operating hours, etc.) is different than an equipment-based
energy saving “project.” The program approach focuses mainly on ways
to save energy without any investment in new equipment. The districts
that were interviewed had already implemented this type of program
across their facilities for more than 2 years (and some had programs
lasting more than 10 years). These small and large schools had worked
with different energy firms (“providers”) to deliver energy conservation
programs in different areas of the country.

At the beginning of each interview, the following question was
asked of the district employee who oversaw the contract with the pro-
vider:

“If you were to give advice to another school district that is in
the process of selecting an energy consultant to provide an energy

savings program, what are the key factors for success?”

The following key success factors were mentioned by respondents:
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Provider capabilities/track record with references

Provider’s support/rraining/benchmarking

On-site energy manager’s attitude/leadership

District’'s commitment to an energy saving program during the

early phases of implementation

5. Communication of the program’s goals and progress across dis-
trict’s facilities/ people

6.  Providers focus on creating a “self-sustaining” program where,
eventually, the district does not need the provider.

7. Trust and relationships between district and provider

8. Provider flexibility during implementation

LN =

Figures 1 and 2 show the response frequencies across all respon-
dents in small and large schools. In other words, “What percentage of
respondents listed key success factors as [first and second] priorities?”
Thus, in Figure 1, 43% of respondents identified “Provider Capabili-
ties/ Track Record with References” as the most important factor for a
program.

Now for The Interesting Part...

When segregating the data by school size, we get a clearer picture.
Figures 3 and 4 show the response frequencies across respondents from
school districts with student populations greater than 20,000 (medium,
large, and extra-large districts).

Figures 5 and 6 show responses from school districts with student
populations less than 11,000 (small and very small districts).

SUMMARY OF DATA ANALYSIS
When stratifying the key success factors by facility size, dominant
factors are identified. Figures 3 & 4 show that large districts are more

aligned on their priorities of key success factors.

*  80% of large districts identified their first priority as: “Provider
Capabilities/ Track Record with References”

*  83% of large districts identified their second priority as “Support/
Training / Benchmarking”
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First Priority

M Provider Capabilities / Track Record with References

B Provider Support/Training/Benchmarking

W Energy Manager Attitude/Leadership

M District Commitment to Program during early phases of contract
m Communication across District's Facilities/People

m Provider's focus on creating a "self-sustaining” program

14%

14%
14%
15%

Figure 1. All Facility Sizes

Second Priority

M Provider Capabilities / Track Record with References

W Provider Support/Training/Benchmarking

W Energy Manager Attitude/Leadership

M District Commitment to Program during early phases of contract
m Communication across District's Facilities/People

m Provider's focus on creating a "self-sustaining” program

8% 8% 7%
8%
15%
54%

Figure 2. All Facility Sizes
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First Priority

M Provider Capabilities / Track Record with References

B Provider Support/Training/Benchmarking

W Energy Manager Attitude/Leadership

M District Commitment to Program during early phases of contract
B Communication across District's Facilities/People

m Provider's focus on creating a "self-sustaining" program

20%

Figure 3. Large Schools

Second Priority

M Provider Capabilities / Track Record with References

M Provider Support/Training/Benchmarking

M Energy Manager Attitude/Leadership

W District Commitment to Program during early phases of contract
m Communication across District's Facilities/People

m Provider's focus on creating a "self-sustaining” program

17%

83%

Figure 4. Large Schools
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First Priority

M Provider Capabilities / Track Record with References

B Provider Support/Training/Benchmarking

W Energy Manager Attitude/Leadership

B District Commitment to Program during early phases of contract
B Communication across District's Facilities/People

m Provider's focus on creating a "self-sustaining” program
1)
11% 239%
22%
22%
22%

Figure 5. Small Schools

Second Priority

M Provider Capabilities / Track Record with References

M Provider Support/Training/Benchmarking

W Energy Manager Attitude/Leadership

W District Commitment to Program during early phases of contract
m Communication across District's Facilities/People

m Provider's focus on creating a "self-sustaining” program

14%
29%

14%

14%
29%

Figure 6. Small Schools
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This means that large school districts (that have already imple-
mented an energy savings program) feel that the most important key
success factor is “having a provider with strong capabilities and a good
track record.” The second most important factor relates to the support,
training, and benchmarking abilities of the provider.

In contrast, small districts were less aligned with respect to their
priorities. Figures 5 & 6 show that the priorities identified are much
more evenly distributed, with no dominant priorities. This could mean
that small school districts are truly a different market and require different
needs.

CONCLUSION

When selecting a provider for an energy conservation program,
different-sized facilities have different priorities on the key success
factors. For larger facilities, most respondents said it was important to
evaluate the provider’s capabilities and references thoroughly (i.e.,
make sure they have done what their sales proposal claims). In addi-
tion, respondents said that providers should have adequate experience
in similar facilities (size/type) so that they can benchmark your facility
against others to evaluate performance and make recommendations or
adjustments as needed.

The conclusion seems to be “common sense”; however, it is inter-
esting how dominant the priorities were in the larger facilities.

APPLICATIONS

Utilizing the results above can help facility managers write a good
request for proposal (RFP), which is often one of the first procurement
steps. Within an RFP (in addition to the standard terms and conditions)
you may want to ask for:

*  The provider’s main business focus, as well as length of service
in the specific scope of work requested.

e The provider’s process of delivering the services and verifying the
results.
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The provider’s ability to measure and compare the performance
of your facilities versus benchmarks.

At least 7 references (with contact names/phone numbers) where
the provider has delivered a similar scope of work/services in
similar facilities/ climates. Within these references, the provider should
also state the net benefits provided.

The net savings to your facilities (inclusive of all costs to be paid
by your facility). If there is a guaranteed savings figure, that should

be listed as well.

After you receive the proposals, the questions below may help

you identify the best providers for your needs.

How many references were provided? Are there multiple refer-
ences from the same organization?

How similar (or different) are the references when compared to
your facility (size, location, function, etc.)?

Does the provider have a personal relationship with any of the
references? Is there a conflict of interest?

Some of the information below may have to be retrieved by con-

tacting the provider’s references and asking the following questions:

How long ago did the reference work with the provider?

Why did the reference hire the provider in the first place?

Did the provider deliver on commitments?

Is there a continuing relationship? Why or why not?

Were there any surprises?

Would the reference hire the provider again? Why or why not?

Hopefully, the criterion identified as well as the questions above

will help facility managers (and consultants) achieve greater satisfaction
and success with their energy conservation programs... and that is good
for all of us!
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