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Pro Bono Policy Assistance

We specialize in state climate policy design and analysis. 
Reach out to kristen@climate-xchange.org requesting nonpartisan 

research and analysis related to:

● Example states and model rules for a given policy
● Gap analysis of your state’s climate policy landscape
● Connections to other actors working on similar issues

x



Reading the Room: Using Public Opinion Data to Shape 
Energy and Grid Messaging

 Agenda

1. Research Spotlight: 2026 Poll on 
Economic, Energy, and Grid 
Infrastructure Messaging

2. Energy Affordability Messaging 
Toolkit

3. Q&A

Raquel Pichardo
Managing Partner, 

Co-Founder
The Groundwire Group

Cole Howard
Deputy Director of Policy 

Conservative Energy Network

Climate XChange is a nonpartisan 501(c)(3) organization, aiming to advance research and education related to state-level climate policy. 
Nothing in this presentation is intended for lobbying or as support for any candidate or political party.



Speaker

Cole Howard

Deputy Director of Policy 
 Conservative Energy Network



CEN NATIONAL ENERGY POLLING

What Voters Are Telling Us About Energy

Affordability, Grid Modernization, 
Permitting, and Large-Load Growth
May 2026 national survey of likely general election voters

Cygnal | National likely general election voters | May 4–7, 2026 | n=1,500 | ±2.53%

Cole Howard, Deputy Director of Policy, CEN 
choward@conservativeenergynetwork.org
September 29, 2026

mailto:choward@conservativeenergynetwork.org


Key Message

Voters want more power and a stronger 
grid, but affordability and who pays are 

the tests every energy policy must pass.

Cygnal | National likely general election voters | May 4–7, 2026 | n=1,500 | ±2.53%



Five numbers to remember

82%
concerned about 

electricity affordability

92%
say grid modernization 

is important

78%
support transmission 

investment with 
long-term savings

83%
support power-plan 

requirements for large 
users

73%
support faster 

transmission permitting 
with landowner rights

This is not a “build vs. don’t build” electorate. It is a “show me the 
value, protect the consumer, and build responsibly” electorate.

Cygnal | National likely general election voters | May 4–7, 2026 | n=1,500 | ±2.53%



1 | COST PRESSURE

Affordability is the lens voters bring to energy
Electricity is part of a broader 
cost-of-living squeeze.
• 82% are concerned about electricity 
affordability.
• 72% say their electricity bill has risen over the 
past two years.
• Keeping electricity costs affordable is the top 
energy-policy priority (62%).

Implication: connect grid and generation 
policy to household economics, not 
infrastructure for infrastructure’s sake.

Cygnal | National likely general election voters | May 4–7, 2026 | n=1,500 | ±2.53%



2 | THE CENTRAL TENSION

Voters want the grid modernized – but fear the bill

92%
grid modernization 

important

73% very/extremely important

50%
think upgrades will raise 

bills

Only 33% expect lower bills

The persuasion gap is not whether the 
grid matters. It is whether investment 
produces visible consumer value.

Cygnal | National likely general election voters | May 4–7, 2026 | n=1,500 | ±2.53%



3 | TRANSMISSION INVESTMENT

When the value proposition is explicit, support is broad

78.2%
support investing in transmission if it 
brings lower long-term bills and greater 
reliability — even with a small 
short-term cost.
•  Republicans 79%  
•  Democrats 82%  
•  Independents 72%

The case works best when benefits and 
tradeoffs are stated plainly.

Cygnal | National likely general election voters | May 4–7, 2026 | n=1,500 | ±2.53%



4 | DATA CENTERS & INDUSTRIAL LOAD

Large-load growth creates a clear “who pays?” mandate

54%
say the new large user 

should primarily pay for 
grid upgrades

83.5%
support requiring large 
users to show how they 

will power operations

41% say their biggest concern about rising 
demand is corporations benefiting while 
ratepayers foot the bill.

Cygnal | National likely general election voters | May 4–7, 2026 | n=1,500 | ±2.53%



5 | BUILD FASTER, PRESERVE SAFEGUARDS

Permitting reform has support when guardrails are clear

74.5%
support faster permitting for new 
generation when environmental and 
safety standards are evaluated.

72.7%
support faster federal transmission 
permitting so long as landowner rights 
are maintained.

Cygnal | National likely general election voters | May 4–7, 2026 | n=1,500 | ±2.53%



6 | GRID-ENHANCING TECHNOLOGIES

Voters also support getting more from the grid we already 
have
Awareness is low.
57% have never heard of technologies that can 
increase the capacity, efficiency, reliability, or 
safety of existing lines.

But the concept resonates.

77% say it is important to require 
consideration of grid-enhancing technologies 
before expensive new-line construction.

Cygnal | National likely general election voters | May 4–7, 2026 | n=1,500 | ±2.53%



7 | ALL-OF-THE-ABOVE + MODERN GRID + COMPETITION

The CEN energy framework lands with voters

71.6%
agree with a framework that uses every 
available energy source on a level 
playing field, modernizes the grid, and 
lets competition drive costs down.

The connective tissue is affordability: supply 
+ infrastructure + competition, rather than a 
single technology or resource.

Cygnal | National likely general election voters | May 4–7, 2026 | n=1,500 | ±2.53%



TAKEAWAYS

What this means:
1

Lead with affordability and 
consumer value Explain what investments deliver, when benefits arrive, and who bears 

the cost.

2
Pair more generation with a 
stronger grid Voters intuitively understand supply; connect transmission to reliability, 

efficiency, and access to lower-cost power.

3
Make large-load accountability part 
of the growth story Support economic growth while protecting existing customers from 

inappropriate cost shifts.

4
Frame faster permitting with clear 
protections Landowner rights and environmental/safety safeguards materially 

strengthen support.

Cygnal | National likely general election voters | May 4–7, 2026 | n=1,500 | ±2.53%



A simple message architecture

AFFORDABILITY
Keep costs down for families 

and businesses

+

RELIABILITY
Build enough generation and 

move power where it is 
needed

+

ACCOUNTABILITY
Grow faster without shifting 

unfair costs to existing 
customers

Build more. Build smarter. Build faster. 
Consumer value has to be at the center.

Questions / discussion

Cygnal | National likely general election voters | May 4–7, 2026 | n=1,500 | ±2.53%
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Energy Affordability Messaging Toolkit

Raquel Pichardo
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The Groundwire Group



The Energy Affordability Messaging Toolkit

Three Messaging Categories: 

1 Delivering Near-term Relief

2 Protecting Customers and Reforming the System 

3 Building a Low-cost Clean Energy Future



Affordability Today

+31.9%
Increase in national average electricity 
bill from June 2021 to June 2026

Source

https://electricity.heatmap.news/
https://www.reddit.com/r/MiddleClassFinance/comments/1ueqyy6/our_electric_bill_is_getting_harder_to_budget_for/
https://journalrecord.com/2026/06/22/oklahoma-electricity-disconnections-low-incomes/


What Polling Tells Us

80% of Americans feel powerless 
over their utility charges

78% are concerned new data centers 
will raise their bills

73% believe building more clean 
energy will cut costs

64% say the desire for utilities to 
make more money is a major 
reason for bill increases

Source Source

Source
Source

40% believe energy costs are going up 
because of grid updates 

Source

42% understand what drives the costs 
they are charged by their electric 
utility

Source

https://powerlines.org/skyrocketing-utility-bills-nationwide-leave-american-consumers-feeling-stressed-powerless/
https://www.thirdway.org/memo/poll-shows-americans-want-affordable-all-of-the-above-energy-not-the-green-new-deal-or-trumps-coal-plants
https://article.images.consumerreports.org/image/upload/v1765637158/prod/content/dam/surveys/Consumer_Reports_AES_November_2025.pdf
https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2026/05/06/many-americans-hold-utility-companies-responsible-for-their-rising-home-energy-bills/
https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2026/05/06/many-americans-hold-utility-companies-responsible-for-their-rising-home-energy-bills/
https://www.ipsos.com/en-us/most-americans-report-higher-electricity-gas-bills-compared-year-ago


THE FRAMEWORK

Understanding 
the Audience



Messaging Deep Dive: 
Improving Planning to Make Best Use of Ratepayer Revenue

The challenge
America’s electrical grid is decades old and urgently needs 
rebuilding to meet growing demand and extreme weather
impacts. While there is some base-level public awareness of 
the issues facing the grid, there is still a public awareness
gap regarding the scope of the problem.

INSERT: stat on public support for fuel cost-sharing

Clean Grid: In nearly every state, a 
majority of voters support the government 
moving the country to a 100% clean electricity 
grid by 2035. Source

https://www.thirdway.org/memo/americans-support-federal-action-to-reach-a-100-clean-energy-grid


The Message:

THE GRID THAT EXISTS TODAY ISN’T UP TO THE CHALLENGES IT WILL FACE TOMORROW. 
TO ENSURE AFFORDABLE AND RELIABLE ENERGY FOR EVERYONE, INVESTMENTS CAN 
BE MADE TO UPGRADE AND EXPAND THE GRID. DECISIONS MADE
NOW WILL DICTATE HOW THOSE INVESTMENTS ARE MADE IN THE YEARS TO COME — 
AND WHO REAPS THE BENEFITS.



Question from Constituent:

Q: How does investing in the grid make bills cheaper?
“Investing in the grid” can mean many different things. We can take steps to make it easier to get power from 
where it is generated to where it is needed. This can help homes and businesses access abundant, lower-cost 
electricity instead of competing for scarcer, more expensive power.

This can mean investing in larger solutions, rather than constant “band-aids” that cost more in the long run. 
We can build large transmission lines that connect one region with extra electricity to another that needs it. 
We can deploy new technologies to upgrade existing lines, reducing “traffic jams” and energy waste in the 
process. We can also prepare the grid to better integrate community-based power, like rooftop or community 
solar.



Messaging Deep Dive: Removing Deployment Barriers for Utility-Scale 
Clean Energy

The challenge
Despite clean energy often being the lowest-cost option, new 
projects face delays due to permitting bottlenecks, years-long 
wait times to connect to the grid, and local opposition.  The 
challenge and opportunity for legislators is to deliver consistent 
and transparent processes for how clean energy projects will be 
built in their state.

of voters say they would be 
proud of renewable energy 
development in their 
communities

Source

69% 

https://www.irena.org/Publications/2025/Jun/Renewable-Power-Generation-Costs-in-2024
https://www.hbs.edu/bigs/permitting-gridlock-threatens-us-energy-futue
https://insideclimatenews.org/news/05052026/as-pjm-reopens-interconnection-queue-experts-warn-damage-to-marylands-clean-energy-plans-is-already-done/
https://insideclimatenews.org/news/05052026/as-pjm-reopens-interconnection-queue-experts-warn-damage-to-marylands-clean-energy-plans-is-already-done/
https://www.dataforprogress.org/blog/2025/8/13/voters-would-be-proud-of-local-renewable-energy-development-and-expect-improvements-to-their-local-economy-utility-resilience


The Message: Removing Deployment Barriers for Utility-Scale 
Clean Energy

BUILDING CLEAN ENERGY PROJECTS QUICKLY AND AFFORDABLY MEANS 
CUTTING RED TAPE — BUT NOT AT THE EXPENSE OF THE COMMUNITIES WHERE 
THESE PROJECTS WILL BE LOCATED. WE CAN UPDATE AND REFORM THE WAY 

CLEAN ENERGY PROJECTS ARE PLANNED AND BUILT TO SPEED THE TRANSITION 
TO A LOW-COST, CLEAN ENERGY SYSTEM OF THE FUTURE.



Strengthening Utility Regulation

The challenge
Electricity bills are on the rise, and while most people blame 
the utility, they feel powerless to do anything about it.

of Americans feel powerless over 
their utility charges80% 

say the desire for utilities to make more 
money is a major reason for bill 
increases64% 

Source

42% understand what drives the costs 
they are charged by their electric 
utility

Source

Source

https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2026/05/06/many-americans-hold-utility-companies-responsible-for-their-rising-home-energy-bills/
https://www.ipsos.com/en-us/most-americans-report-higher-electricity-gas-bills-compared-year-ago
https://powerlines.org/skyrocketing-utility-bills-nationwide-leave-american-consumers-feeling-stressed-powerless/


Messaging Deep Dive: 
Revise Utility Profit Model

Messaging note

Legislators can start by laying out the 
incentive models these policies seek to 
address, by saying, for example: “Utilities 
currently have no reason to reduce customer 
bills, and every reason to spend more. 
Policies that reward utilities for keeping costs 
down can result in both utility and household 
savings.”

Questions from Constituents
Q. How will  you prevent utilities from raising 
my rates just to make more money?

A. Right now, utilities make more money by 
spending more money, and you are footing the 
bill. This can be addressed by strengthening the 
rules that regulators, often PUCs, use to oversee 
utility rate requests. States can improve PUC 
funding and resourcing, cap utility profit margins 
at the minimum level needed to attract 
investors, reward utilities for cutting costs, limit 
guaranteed returns on investment, and provide 
dedicated customer advocates.



Final Takeaways

1 2

Meet constituents 
where they are:
Use what they 
already know or 
believe to be true as 
an opener to fruitful 
conversations

3

Offer a positive 
vision of the future:
 

Show how policies can 
actively make life more 
affordable, cleaner, or 
more secure for families 
and communities

Make it local:
Understand a 
community’s stories, 
values and concerns to 
create effective 
messaging



“Building clean energy projects quickly and affordably means 
cutting red tape — but not at the expense of the communities 
where these projects will be located. We can update and 
reform the way clean energy projects are planned and built to 
speed the transition to the low-cost, clean energy system of the 
future.”

ncelenviro.org/resources/energy-affor
dability-messaging-toolkit/

ncelenviro.org/resources/energy-
affordability-briefing-book/



“Building clean energy projects quickly and affordably means 
cutting red tape — but not at the expense of the communities 
where these projects will be located. We can update and 
reform the way clean energy projects are planned and built to 
speed the transition to the low-cost, clean energy system of the 
future.”

Thank you!

Raquel@groundwiregroup.com
Email

Raquel Pichardo



Q&A



Thank you for joining!

Reach out to 
kristen@climate-xchange.org with any 

additional questions!


