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How can suppliers, network operators and researchers better engage with  
Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) to reduce or be more flexible in their use of 

electricity consumption? 
 
Introduction 
 
In 2016, there were 5.5 million businesses in the UK, and over 99% of these were Small and 

Medium Enterprises (SMEs)1. However, most of energy efficiency and demand side response 

programmes are focused on the 1% of large and energy-intensive businesses. Although some 

efforts to engage SMEs have already been taken, for instance within the UK government’s Energy 

Efficiency Strategy (DECC, 2012) which developed a plan to encourage the adoption of energy-

efficient business practices, SMEs often prove to be a difficult group to reach. 

The following report is the result of a small group research project aimed at investigating why 

SMEs are so reluctant to engage with energy issues, what barriers exist and how industry and 

researchers might overcome them. The three authors worked together for three months to 

explore this issue, meeting with seven representatives from organizations working with SMEs and 

thirteen2 managers of SMEs in the local community. We considered this first-hand information 

from an anthropological and social sciences perspective, with further reference to grey and peer-

reviewed literature.  

Background 

This research used the Customer-Led Network Revolution (CLNR) project3 as a starting point. The 

CLNR project revealed some important insights into the specific ways in which SMEs use energy 

(Lyon, 2014). Although many SMEs, particularly smaller businesses, may think about energy in 

similar ways to households, they have distinct energy use practices.  

The CLNR project ran into major difficulties in connecting with SMEs faced with a significant lack of 

interest among SMEs in engaging in conversations about their energy use (Powells et al, 2014). 

The challenges faced in that context are commonly encountered in the SME space and are widely 

documented in the energy sector. Barriers to SME engagement are often attributed to the 

heterogeneity of businesses that fall into this vast category, as well as the lack of available data on 

their energy use and practices and their lack of financial and human resource capacity to address 

non-core business activities (IEA, 2015). This has led to considerable speculation, research, and 

discussion in an attempt to better understand SMEs’ priorities and how to make energy matter to 

them. The persistence of the problem suggests a need for still more empirical evidence and 

possibly new conceptual approaches. 

 

                                                           
1
 According to the European Commission, SMEs are businesses which have fewer than 250 employees and 

which have an annual turnover not exceeding EUR 50 million, and/or an annual balance sheet total not 
exceeding EUR 43 million (European Union Law, 2003). 
2
 23 SME businesses were approached in total. 

3
 CLNR was a four-year project looking at future energy networks undertaken by NorthPower Grid, Durham 

University and other partners:  http://www.networkrevolution.co.uk/ 



 

Main findings 

Taking a socio-technical approach to this problem, our discussions with the SME sector confirmed 

that SME attitudes to energy are embedded in the commercially and socially defined practices of 

particular companies (Strengers, 2012).  The specific findings of this field study project were as 

follows: 

 The main energy uses for SMEs are computer equipment, heating and lighting, with some 

exceptions, such as businesses operating with machinery, which can represent the major 

energy usage. 

 Energy consumption is closely related to business practices; for instance, high 

temperature setting of business premises is related to the notion of consumers’ comfort 

and suitability for workplace attire. Proper luminosity and adequate temperature is 

deemed essential for a good business environment, so any energy saving programme 

should take these practical needs into account. 

 In most SMEs, energy costs are eclipsed by other overheads, in particular salaries and rent. 

Businesses with higher energy consumption, and thus higher bills, tend to be more 

interested in discussing their energy consumption. 

 Some SMEs have strong interest in energy saving, often driven by the personal values of 

owners/managers, many have already replaced traditional lighting with LED bulbs.  

 An overarching barrier for SMEs engaging with energy issues is simply one of limited time, 

with industry representatives repeatedly indicating a preoccupation with day-to-day 

operations, and the reality that for many SMEs, ‘you are only as good as yesterday’s sale’. 

 Tangible benefits in terms of financial savings are the main driver for SME interest in 

energy efficiency and DSR activities, whereas environmental benefits act as secondary 

motivation. 

 SMEs often struggle to understand the logic of DSR programmes, and/or perceive energy 

saving programmes as marketing strategies of the suppliers to sell their products. This 

indicates that it is essential to work through trusted sources and established relationships 

to communicate energy information to SMEs. 

 Another major barrier for SMEs, particularly for the smaller ones, is the lack of staff 

resources and the absence of anyone tasked with energy management.  Energy usage is 

often viewed as someone else’s problem, commonly the person responsible for business 

expenditure.  

 Insufficiency of capital for investment is another major hindrance exacerbated by the lack 

of funding schemes to support SMEs to invest in renewable energy technologies and 

energy efficiency measures.  

 Businesses which do not own their business premises are less likely to undertake energy 

efficiency or DSR measures. This is because Lease arrangements commonly include energy 

costs. which removes the issue from business concerns, or split the investment incentive 

between tenant and landlord  



 Case studies and success stories about measures undertaken by other SMEs in the local 

network are likely to be compelling and may trigger competitive impulse, a well-

established motivator for commercial activity. 

Conclusion: How might we better engage with SMEs? 

This study suggests that barriers and motivations of SMEs in relation to energy saving measures 

should be analyzed with a new framework on socio-technical contexts, analyzing particular energy 

practices. Understanding the limitations on time and resources within SMEs may be the key to 

engaging them in energy conversations.  

Approaches need to be direct, personal and tailored to the wide array of possible commercial and 

practical circumstances of individual SMEs. Inter-personal communication and building 

relationships on a one-to-one basis represents the kind of ‘bespoke method’ that appears 

necessary in reaching SMEs.  

The business networks prevalent in the North East emerge as a key avenue for engaging 

successfully with SMEs, operating as communities of practice which facilitate communication and 

experience-sharing among local SMEs. They provide the context for validating new energy 

practices and offer opportunities for competitive positioning. Highly valued by all SME 

representatives consulted in this study, future efforts may be well advised to make better use of 

business networks as a conduit for energy saving initiatives. Partnerships with other business 

organisations currently working with SMEs may be another way to engage with them in 

conversations of energy saving measures. 

While these bespoke methods imply considerable additional resources in design and particularly in 

implementation, the additional investment is likely to be rewarded if real energy savings can be 

generated in this massive sector. 
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