
As wind, solar and other renewables have become an 

increasingly significant part of some utilities’ generating supply 

in the United States, they have also disrupted these companies’ 

decades-old organizational structures.  How these utilities are 

planning for and managing such internal restructuring has not, 

to date, been well researched or documented, in part due to 

the disparate impacts of renewable technologies and levels of 

adoption among utilities.  Each non-hydro renewable technology 

— wind, solar, geothermal, biomass and biogas — has achieved 

a different level of market maturity in different areas of the 

country, requiring varying functional needs within individual 

utilities.  In turn, utilities differ in how they determine the 

appropriate organizational structures and staffing levels they  

will need to manage the strategy, planning and execution for 

each technology.

BENCHMARKING UTILITY ORGANIZATIONAL STRUCTURES:  

How Renewable Energy 

     Is Reshaping the Utility Hierarchy

Executive Summary
 The Solar Electric Power Association (SEPA) and 

ScottMadden Inc. recently conducted research into the 

organizational designs of 14 participating electric utilities 

in order to gather information about the evolution of their 

organizational structures related to renewable energy. 

 Utilities move through three stages of development as 

renewable energy deployment increases in their service 

territories.

 The participating utilities in this study fell along a broad 

continuum in terms of their experience and organizational 

strategies related to renewables.  Based on these findings, 

the authors developed the Renewable Energy Organization 

Maturity Model, which takes into account the primary drivers 

and organizational dynamics of utility renewable energy 

engagement (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Renewable Energy Organization Maturity Model

Ryan Edge, Research Analyst  / Mike Taylor, Director of Research  / K Kaufmann, Communications Manager - Editor

S e p t e m b e r  2 0 1 4

continued



Stage 1: Cross-Functional Teams
Stage 1 utilities preserve their traditional organizational 

structures while managing renewable growth. They may 

form loose teams to respond to changing situations 

and needs as they arise but remain firmly planted in 

traditional utility structures. This initial structure appears 

to work adequately when a utility has a limited number 

of interconnections for distributed solar generation or is 

meeting a state-mandated renewable portfolio standard 

(RPS) with utility-scale resources. 

Stage 2: Dedicated Renewable Energy Groups
As utilities interconnect more renewable resources, they 

begin to reorganize and focus their efforts by forming 

dedicated renewable energy groups with staff from existing 

organizational structures.  Seeking advantages from greater 

collaboration and a more concentrated renewable focus, 

the renewable energy groups cultivate expertise and foster 

interactions among previously discrete functional groups.  

At this stage, a utility begins to take a more proactive 

approach to renewables by integrating them into strategic 

planning and developing new, complementary business 

models. 

 

Stage 3: Full Integration of Renewables
A Stage 3 utility has reached full integration of renewables, 

with high numbers of interconnections of both utility-scale 

and distributed resources.  Renewables are no longer 

considered a special category but instead have become an 

integral component of operations and the organizational 

culture.  These utilities are achieving RPS targets, have seen 

the renewable adoption curve become more predictable 

and approach renewables as a core business component 

instead of a niche. In Stage 3, renewables can offer utilities 

business opportunities with cost-competitive pricing, 

and their procurement hardly differs from that of other 

resources.

Solar, and particularly distributed generation, drives more 

full-time equivalents than any other renewable generating 

resource.

Solar Staffing
The average number of FTEs per 100 MW of solar was 41.  

By comparison, the average number of FTEs per 100 MW of 

total renewable capacity was 12. This sizeable gap is largely 

attributable to the difference in managing distributed 

solar interconnections versus central-station generators; 

distributed solar requires a larger workforce for associated 

customer programs, billing and interconnection. Solar 

accounted for 98 percent of all interconnections that study 

respondents reported.

Hiring
Hiring for positions in renewables was largely focused 

internally, with 50 percent or more of nearly all business 

units drawing on internal candidates to fill staffing needs. 

The use of contractors varied widely among the survey 

respondents, ranging from zero to 30 percent, reflecting 

different organizational cultures, resource needs and 

company policies. Organizations with significant utility-scale 

ownership tend to use contractors more frequently due 

to these projects’ higher requirements for operations and 

maintenance.

Conclusion
We expect renewable energy divisions to become highly 

visible and influential groups within utilities as the growth 

and impact of renewable technologies continue. In 

addition, we see continued evolution and specialization of 

renewable groups as utilities adapt to changes in regulatory 

frameworks, legislative mandates and customer attitudes.

 

Over the long term, we anticipate more utilities reaching the 

full-integration stage of the maturity model as significant 

adoption of renewables becomes the new normal within 

the broader generation portfolio. III
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