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Across many parts of the United States, multifamily energy efficiency programs have proven so successful that they are 
reaching a point of diminishing returns: Incandescent lightbulbs have been replaced by the hundreds of millions as well as a 
generation’s worth of inefficient refrigerators and water fixtures. The low-hanging fruit has been harvested and the market 
is turning to more challenging but very real efficiency opportunities. 

For energy efficiency program implementers like TRC, this new paradigm is putting more pressure on us to find creative 
ways to deeply engage with the “hard to reach” multifamily building energy efficiency sector. As is well known to industry 
professionals, apartment buildings, housing developments and other multifamily properties pose specific challenges: 
 
 It can be complicated to get access to residents’ apartments and require multiple visits, sometimes inconvenient and 

annoying for tenants, for energy audits, installation of efficiency measures, and follow-up verification 
 Both in-unit and common area solutions are often necessary for optimal building efficiency 
 In most cases, building owners (not the resident) pay for the cost of energy, leaving a less clear incentive for the resident 

to try to become more efficient 
 The multifamily sector often overlaps with affordable housing, which is many times served by distinct programs and 

incentives 

With a  profusion of energy efficiency programs available through utilities, government agencies, and non-profit agencies, 
one powerful route to success TRC efficiency experts have identified in recent years is a ‘one-stop-shop’ program approach 
to serving multifamily buildings holistically.  With a clearer emphasis on building owner’s concern of “how does it impact my 
bottom line?,’’ we focus on the return on investment as it relates to dollars and non-energy benefits—such as reduced 
tenant complaints and turnover, improved comfort, faster rent-up times, increased property value, reduced operating 
costs, and higher quality equipment. Or, for affordable housing, how energy efficiency can help to increase funding 
opportunities and competitiveness. 

Further, TRC has elevated the concept of traditional multifamily programs, which have often focused on a single solution 
like direct install, to instead be a more comprehensive and agile full-service model. We like to say to customers, “Bring me 
your building, and we will provide the right solution.” From benchmarking to individual, custom, and bundled measures as 
well as whole-building/portfolio and behavioral strategies, we can customize the right solution for building 
owners/managers of market-rate and affordable units.  After all, the program should fit the customer needs. 

In New York, for example, TRC has been delivering NYSERDA’s Multifamily Performance Program for 10 years—serving as 
the single point-of-entry for the programs’ multi-faceted solutions. While this approach can certainly be more challenging 
for administrators, it is an excellent way to wholly serve the market and drive large-scale savings. On behalf of NYSERDA, 
TRC has served more than 250,000 units in multifamily complexes, and new data, based on actual utility bills, suggests that 
buildings participating in the whole-building option see their energy usage drop by an average of 23 percent.  

Beyond high-level strategies, we’ve also from experience refined many high-impact tactics for overcoming multifamily 
energy efficiency challenges:  
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1. Optimizing timing around multifamily building efficiency upgrades. 

Building owners and managers are often best positioned to move on energy efficiency projects at key points in the 
building lifecycle, such as at design, construction, rehabilitation, refinancing, sale, or resident turnover. Further, owners 
often need to reserve capital budgets in advance for upgrades. TRC makes it a common practice to work with building 
owners to fit projects within their timeframe and budget process and further motivates them through time-based 
‘bonus incentives’ based on project commitment and completion dates.  This allows us to maximize the energy upgrade 
opportunity to achieve deeper savings.   

2. Offering compelling financial incentives for customers and contractors or trade allies. 
Even the most compelling solutions may not be adopted as quickly as desired if not effectively incentivized. As one 
example, TRC designed the first state-wide multifamily program for the Public Service Company of New Mexico to 
provide a) strong incentives for local electricians, plumbers, and other trade allies promoting the solutions, helping us 
reach the far rural corners of PNM’s service territory, and b) incentive bonuses for program participants with low-
income housing stock or who commit to installing multiple energy-saving measures. TRC was an early pioneer of 
performance-based incentives for energy efficiency programs, and continues to use this approach for multifamily 
programs—such as paying customers upon achievement of key milestones or commitments to deeper energy savings. 
The trade ally incentive furthers the program reach and budget while engaging rural and hardest to reach customers. 

3. Cultivating efficiency advocates among on-site building management. 
Beyond building energy upgrades, TRC has focused on educating building superintendents and maintenance staff on 
how properly operated and maintained energy efficiency upgrades can further reduce energy and maintenance costs 
and resident complaints. Staff who see the benefits for their tenants, and the reduced service requests, can become 
powerful efficiency advocates.  

4. Developing lasting tools to support continued efficient building operations. 
Once upgrades are complete, building management staff can assist in developing a “playbook” that can be passed on to 
the next manager—explaining the new systems and how servicing and repairs may be different from conventional 
systems in addition to laying out a year-long maintenance checklist. Ideally, that playbook will be more than just an 
owner’s manual, by including some site-specific lessons learned about how to properly operate the energy-efficient 
systems to achieve the most savings. 

5. Engaging the community and building broader efficiency enthusiasm. 
NYSERDA and TRC have seen significant, if informal, benefits from hosting celebration events for apartment and multi-
unit complexes that have undergone upgrades. These help bolster positive associations with new lighting, heating, and 
cooling systems and more energy-efficient appliances—and can become an opportunity to bring in representatives 
from nearby non-upgraded complexes to hear from residents and building staff about the benefits of the upgrades. 
These events can also use the power of positive peer pressure to support community buy-in. 

6. Considering unique cultural factors in program design and outreach. 
Understanding consumer behavior and cultural patterns can also be a key to unlocking energy efficiency among the 
multifamily sector. TRC is currently in its second year of research in partnership with PG&E on behalf of the California 
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Energy Commission to examine the interaction between tenant energy use, behaviors, and cultural demographics in 
this underserved and under-researched segment. Findings from this effort will provide local utilities and program 
administrators like TRC with crucial insight into how best to reach and engage multifamily tenants and provide effective 
energy-saving measures and advice. 

Many multifamily programs have saturated the market with lighting or direct install measures and are struggling to reach 
deeper savings.  Adding customer-focused program solutions that address the building owner needs and align with their 
drivers (e.g., net operating income, triggers and timing), extending the program reach through a well-developed trade ally 
network, and encouraging post-upgrade energy savings through operations and maintenance and tenant engagement will 
drive deeper energy savings and improve program cost-effectiveness. 
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