
a l u M n I

 A l U M N I

“The Risk of  Inaction”
Alex Laskey and Daniel Yates want to transform the electric industry.

by nell porter brown

A re you a “Steady Eddy,” “Twin 
Peaker,” or a “Night Owl”? A soft-
ware company called Opower has 
identified what times of the day 

a large swath of American households typi-
cally use the most electricity—and is help-
ing consumers change their usage in order to 
save power and money. Steady users tend to 
be home all day, whereas Twin Peakers’ de-
mand spikes in the morning and then again 
shortly after dinner.

The ultimate payoff for this combined use 
of big data and behavior science, in econom-
ic and environmental terms, could be enor-
mous. “To date we have reduced consump-
tion by six terawatt hours,” says Opower 
president Alex Laskey ’99, who co-founded 
the Arlington, Virginia, company with CEO 
Daniel Yates ’99 in 2007. “Last year alone we 
saved close to three terawatt hours. Just 
to compare, the Hoover Dam—one of the 
country’s largest hydroelectric power sourc-
es—produces 3.9 terawatt hours a year. So 
we are catching up in terms of impact.”

The behavioral patterns among electric-

ity users came from Opower’s analysis of 
what is probably the world’s largest data-
set of residential electricity use, together 
with information derived from such sourc-
es as the U.S. Census and weather statis-
tics. The data encompass more than 40 
percent of American homes and have also 
shown that one commonality—past inter-
actions—correlates with energy reduction 
across all demographic segments. Custom-
ers who have interacted with the utility, 
e.g., called to question a bill or report loss 
of power, “are far more likely to interact 
the next time,” explains Yates, a computer 
scientist; in other words, “we have found 
that everybody will respond—that is, re-
duce consumption—if they are engaged.”

Understanding energy use by time of 
day, place, and household (and probably 
more personal parameters in the future), 
enables Opower’s nearly 100 electric-util-
ity clients in the United States, Great Brit-
ain, Japan, and other countries, to more 
precisely target their customers. They 
can promote customized information and 
timely messages about how to reduce con-
sumption—the day before that 95-degree 
heat wave starts, for example—and also 
thank customers: thus building positive 
relationships, the critical engagement fac-
tor that spurs more energy savings.

If consumers save, the utilities and 
power generators can potentially save even 
more. Opower does not work directly on 
the issue of power generation, nor does it 
“go beyond the meter,” says Yates, as in in-
stalling smart devices that record electric 
energy consumption and send the informa-
tion back to a utility, or engage in any other 
hardware solutions. Instead, the company 
figures out the best ways to measure and 
manage demand for electricity, and per-
suade people to change habits, largely by 
creating lively, gratifying ways to commu-
nicate with users. This, in turn, helps their 

utility clients better maintain reliability, 
comply with efficiency mandates now in 
effect in more than 30 states, and spend a 
lot less to fire up primarily coal-burning 
generators to meet periods of peak de-
mand. In time, ideally, these interventions 
will enable the utilities to build fewer 
new generating plants (whether coal- or 
natural-gas-burning)—and thus save the 
companies, their owners, and electricity 
customers billions of dollars while lessen-
ing environmental degradation.

Opower has 580 employees and went 
public last April (and expects to turn a 
profit in 2017). Like competitors such as 
C3Energy and Tendril, it is at the forefront 
of helping traditionally stolid, regulated 
monopolies transform how they do busi-
ness and stay viable in the face of multiple 
threats: flat U.S. demand, public pressure 
on rates and on the siting of new facili-
ties, challenges of managing intermittent 
renewable-energy sources and distributed 
generation (such as rooftop solar panels 
on homes), and the increasingly complex 
and uncertain energy markets around the 
world. Yates would add one more inhibit-
ing factor: “the industry itself.” The resis-
tance is generally the result of “massive in-
stalled bases and capital investments built 
out over almost a century that they are 
loathe to watch the value deteriorate on,” 
he adds. (See Harvard scholar Mara Pren-
tiss’s perspective on these issues in “Alter-
ing Course,” page 46.) “They are struggling. 
And they don’t have a ton of regulatory 
support to help them transition or to allow 
innovation. So what we are seeing is that 
the risk of inaction has now, in most cases, 
eclipsed the risk of action.” Their effective, 
efficient operation obviously matters to the 
economy and society at large.

Opower is allied with the old incum-
bents, yet Yates and Laskey compare their 
company to upstarts in other industries 

An office blackboard reflects Opower’s 
effort to encourage creativity.
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such as Zipcar, which can help people 
forgo car-ownership, and Airbnb, which 
may ultimately mean that fewer hotels are 
built. “Instead of producing new power 
plants and new electricity,” says Laskey, 
“we are helping utilities use their own cus-
tomers as an asset and changing the way 
electricity is used and when.”

Their brand of more personalized com-
munications is already helping client Bal-
timore Gas and Electric (BGE) manage 
what’s called “demand response”: the goal, 
to reduce peak-use among customers on 
the hottest days, when air conditioners 
are blasting. A pilot program there yielded 
a 5 percent decrease among participating 
households in 2013 (2014 results have not 
been released). This summer, the cam-
paign will be extended to more than one 
million customers. It works like this: the 
evening before a peak-use day, customers 
are alerted by text, e-mail, or a phone call 
and provided with information on their us-
age compared to their neighbors’, and what 
they can do to cut consumption (and their 
bills) during peak hours. The day after the 
peak event, if a reduction occurred, BGE 
recognizes the behavioral change and cred-
its a rebate. The system depends on BGE-
installed smart meters, which measure and 
report almost real-time electricity usage, 
but do not (yet) link use to specific actions, 
like turning on the air conditioner.

“The follow-up is critical,” notes Laskey, 
a former political strategist who is particu-
larly adept at persuasive communications. 
“It reinforces the habit, says thank you, and 
ensures they notice the $8 rebate when the 
high bill comes in a few weeks.” Opower 
has helped run other peak-use pilot pro-
grams in Vermont, Michigan, and Cali-
fornia in which the utilities did not offer 
monetary incentives. Instead, the firm bol-
stered communications and “engagement” 
and made good use of what Laskey calls 
their “time-tested social-norms model,” 
which shows that people will change to 
fit in with the surrounding norm: they will 
keep up, or down, as in this case, with the 
Joneses. “What we found was an average of 
3 percent reduction at peak without finan-
cial incentive,” according to Laskey, “and 
during the hottest day—in September in 
Glendale, California—we got a 5 percent 
reduction, which was remarkable.”

Yates and laskey originally teamed up to 
find a way to help mitigate environmental 

degradation. That’s still their overarching 
goal. They would like to see the big, for-
profit utilities be allowed to aggressively 
compete in the renewables markets (solar, 
wind, hydroelectric, and other alternative 
sources of electrical power), Laskey says, if 
only because those companies already have 
the distribution system and could poten-
tially operate products and services on a 
large scale. “The planet and country need 
them to be in a place to do that,” he ex-
plains. “It’s one thing for Tesla electric-car 

owners to buy their own charging stations, 
but if we are going to make a dent in cli-
mate change, utilities need to be a part of 
the solution.” A handful of states have re-
quired utilities, including some of the big-
ger, investor-owned companies, to decouple 
generation from distribution. “Eversource 
and National Grid, for example, which serve 
Massachusetts, own very little if any gen-
eration,” says Laskey. “So they make their 
business on maintaining a reliable grid and 
helping the customer use energy at appro-
priate times and using less of it, if it’s appro-
priate.” Whether and how utilities compete 
in renewable energy remains to be seen.

Many utilities still view renewables—
at least household, rooftop solar pan-
els—as taking money out of their pockets. 
And yet the companies generally have 
not pushed for restructuring of regula-
tions that would allow them to more fully 

participate in providing new, larger-scale 
renewable sources of supply. There are 
some exceptions; Opower clients, includ-
ing Sacramento Municipal Utility District 
and Southern California Edison, are pro-
gressively grappling with how to move 
forward. Shifting business to distribution 
and customer service (versus generation) 
at least puts utilities in a better position 
to “accommodate new kinds of energy 
resources,” he explains, “because you are 
going to need a more sophisticated grid 

to handle the ebbs and flows of more in-
termittent renewable resources.” (A solar-
based system works when the sun shines, 
and not otherwise—presenting problems 
that do not arise from running fossil-fu-
eled or nuclear-power plants in response 
to demand.) “You may need district stor-
age facilities for neighborhood batteries, 
essentially,” Laskey adds, “and those are 
the things that right now the disruptive 
providers are doing.”

Laskey, the son of a former, longtime 
Brooklyn district attorney and a public-
school teacher, had also planned on a ca-
reer in public service. “I had no interest in 
becoming a business person,” the former 
history of science concentrator notes. He 
and Yates first met at a freshman-year ice-

P h o t o g r a p h s  b y  B r o o k s  K r a f t

Yates (left) and Laskey have merged their 
talents—computer science and political 
communications—in Opower.
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Overseer and HAA  
Director candidates
this spring, alumni can vote for five new 
Harvard Overseers and six new elected di-
rectors of the Harvard Alumni Association 
(HAA).

Ballots, mailed out by April 1, must 
be received back in Cambridge by noon 
on May 22 to be counted. Election re-
sults will be announced at HAA’s annual 
meeting on May 28, on the afternoon of 
Commencement day. All holders of Har-
vard degrees, except Corporation mem-
bers and officers of instruction and gov-
ernment, are entitled to vote for Overseer 
candidates. The election for HAA direc-
tors is open to all Harvard degree-hold-
ers.

Candidates for Overseer may also be 
nominated by petition by obtaining a 
prescribed number of signatures from 
eligible degree-holders. (The deadline for 
all petitions was February 2.)

For Overseer (six-year term):
R. Martin Chavez ’85, S.M. ’85, New 

York City. CIO and partner, The Gold-
man Sachs Group, Inc.

Fernande R. V. Duffly, J.D. ’78, Boston. 
Associate Justice, Massachusetts Su-
preme Judicial Court.

Sandra Edgerley ’84, M.B.A. ’89, 
Brookline, Massachusetts. Nonprofit 
strategist and community volunteer.

Brian Greene ’84, New York City. Pro-
fessor of physics and mathematics, Co-
lumbia University. 

Beth Y. Karlan ’78, M.D. ’82, Los Ange-
les. Director, Women’s Cancer Program, 
Samuel Oschin Comprehensive Cancer 
Institute; director, division of gynecolog-
ic oncology, department of obstetrics and 
gynecology, Cedars-Sinai Medical Cen-
ter; and professor of obstetrics and gyne-
cology, David Geffen School of Medicine 
at UCLA.

Carl F. Muller ’73, J.D.-M.B.A. ’76, 

Greenville, South Carolina. Attorney.
David B. Weinberg ’74, Chicago. 

Chairman and CEO, Judd Enterprises, 
Inc.

John Silvanus Wilson Jr., M.T.S. ’81, 
Ed.D. ’82, Ed.D. ’85. Atlanta. President, 
Morehouse College.

For elected director (three-year term):
Krzysztof Daniewski, M.B.A. ’99, 

Warsaw. President, Ivy Poland Founda-
tion.

Paige Ennis, M.P.A. ’10, Washington, 
D.C. Vice president, office of external re-
lations, Atlantic Council.

Ellen M. Guidera, M.B.A. ’86, Santia-
go, Chile. Investor and director, Portillo 
Ski Resort and Tierra Hotels.

Andrew Herwitz ’83, J.D. ’90, New 
York City. President, The Film Sales 
Company.

Sharon E. Jones ’77, J.D. ’82, Chicago. 
President and CEO, OH Community 
Partners.

William R. Koehler  ’87, Shaker 
Heights, Ohio. Senior financial services 
executive.

Tracy “Ty” Moore II ’06, Oakland, 
California. Co-founder, MindBlown 
Labs.

Anders Yang, J.D. ’94, Irvine, Califor-
nia. Assistant dean, office of external re-
lations, The Paul Merage School of Busi-
ness, University of California, Irvine.

Ariel Zwang ’85, M.B.A. ’90, New York 
City. CEO, Safe Horizon.
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cream social, were friendly throughout 
their years in Lowell House, but became 
close only after reconnecting years later 
when both were living in San Francisco 
with their future wives, Rachel Abi Far-
biarz (Laskey) ’99, an artist, and Tobie E. 
Whitman (Yates) ’00, who founded and 

runs Little Acre Flowers, an environmen-
tally and socially conscious florist.

Yates, the son of a U.S. Air Force pi-
lot and a Hebrew-school teacher, was 
raised largely in California; his parents 
had grown up poor and “were extremely 
conservative with resources,” he says. The 

computer-science concentrator and his 
classmate Jay Kimmelman co-founded 
and ran Edusoft, which developed a Web-
based, standardized-test performance-
assessment tool. After they sold that com-
pany to Houghton Mifflin in 2004 for $40 
million, Yates took a year off to drive the 
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Pan-American Highway with Whitman—
listening to Collapse: How Societies Choose to 
Fail or Succeed, by Jared Diamond ’58, in the 
car—and saw former Guatemalan rain for-
ests that are now prairies.

He returned home with a sense of ur-
gency about climate change around the 
same time that Laskey, fresh from fin-
ishing a political campaign in which 
energy issues played a role, felt equally 
inspired to act. While researching po-
tential nonprofit and for-profit busi-
nesses, they came across research by 
Robert B. Cialdini, author of Influence: 
The Psychology of Persuasion, on what mo-
tivated people in Southern California to 
save energy. “They showed conclusively 
that if you gave people information about 
their energy use that was 
grounded in these prin-
ciples of normative—or 
neighbor—comparison, 
and provided targeted 
recommendations, then 
people would change 
their behavior,” Yates re-
calls. “We did the math 
and realized there was this big efficiency 
market,” historically focused on subsidiz-
ing “light bulbs and refrigerators, that we 
could potentially disrupt with informa-
tion services.” They quickly learned that 
“Nobody has deep familiarity” with the 
notoriously complex morass that is the 
energy industry, but they persevered. 
(Today, Yates does say he’s finally “over 
the learning curve.”)

Initially, Opower helped its clients 
send out user-friendly home-energy re-
ports that explained how much energy 
customers were using compared to their 
neighbors. Smiley faces reinforced good 
behavior. They began to see results, and 
such energy-efficiency campaigns remain a 
major part of the company’s work: detailed 
home-energy reports go out to 15 million 
households. It has since added digital ser-
vices and improved its behavioral-science 
methodology for peak-use programs, such 
as the initiative in Baltimore. In February, 
Opower announced plans to move further 
into customer services: longtime client 
Puget Sound Energy, which serves tech-
savvy consumers, will use the company’s 
consumer data at its call centers to let peo-
ple know specifically how they are using 
energy and how they can change to save, 
like running the dryer at off-peak times. 

Opower, which will also operate Puget’s 
billing system, anticipates that this feed-
back will both improve relationships and 
allow the company to anticipate and cut 
down on call volume.

Managing demand and expectations 
go a long way toward smoothing indus-
try transitions such as those that utili-
ties anticipate in California, where state 
regulations will now require a shift to a 
“time-of-use pricing scheme.” That’s “es-
sentially a nights-and-weekends pack-
age,” says Yates: it offers incentives to use 
energy at off-peak hours. He and Laskey 
think utilities anxious about compliance 
could benefit from having a company like 
Opower organize communication efforts 
that will give consumers advance notice 

of pending changes and peak-use alerts. 
Yates says reducing California’s peak use 
by even 3 percent would “significantly re-
duce the carbon footprint of power plants 
that California needs to meet its energy 
demands.” If utilities don’t figure out how 
to do this, he adds, “They will inevitably 
do what they have done before, which 
is ask for a three- to five-year delay [in 
implementing the new regulations], and 
that’s a delay” in improving the environ-
ment.

Utilities are often portrayed as the vil-
lains in climate-change scenarios: the 
image is Montgomery Burns, from The 
Simpsons. But the picture is more nuanced, 
Laskey and Yates have found. “For more 
than 130 years we have depended on them 
to be reliable, safe, and cheap,” Laskey says. 
“Now, we’re telling them that what they’ve 
been doing is destroying the planet.” Not 
surprisingly, he has become more sympa-
thetic to his clients’ plight. “The folks who 
run these utilities went into it because they 
are providing a public service; they also 
went into it to make money,” he suggests, 
“and they’ve helped transform our econo-
my and the way we live and made each of 
our lives better.” Utilities “are not innocent 
bystanders,” he adds, “but neither are the 
rest of us.” 

 “Nobody has deep familiarity” 
with the notoriously complex  
morass that is the energy  
industry, but they persevered.
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