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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  

Background and approach 
The Minnesota Air Source Heat Pump (ASHP) Collaborative aims to make heat pumps the first 

choice over traditional air conditioners for contractors and homeowners seeking efficient 

heating and cooling systems. The MN ASHP Collaborative contracted with Behavioral Insights 

Team (BIT) to conduct mixed-methods research to support this goal. Together, we uncovered 

barriers that diverse customer audiences face in heat pump adoption, as well as strategies to 

overcome these challenges. Our approach included a review of current evidence, focus groups 

with Minnesota homeowners, and an online survey and trial with over 4,000 participants from 

homeowners in Minnesota, Illinois, Michigan, and Wisconsin (referred to collectively as the 

Midwest in study findings). The survey included over 1,750 participants from Minnesota and 

was broadened to include participants from the other midwestern states to increase confidence 

in the findings.  

Customer segments 
We identified four key customer segments in Minnesota based on the barriers and motivations 

they have around purchasing ASHPs. Minnesota heat pump organizations can use these 

segments to guide their marketing strategies and messaging to more effectively reach these 

audiences and encourage adoption. 

 

Lifetime Value-seekers (47% of Minnesotans) 

Lifetime Value-seekers are a risk-averse group who are primarily concerned with 

the holistic time and monetary costs of owning a heating system. Their chief 

concerns include ease and cost of installation, ease and frequency of 

maintenance, and longevity. They are responsible and engaged heat system 

owners, and value certainty around maintenance and energy costs. 

 

Discerning Investors (32% of Minnesotans) 

Discerning Investors consider a heating or cooling system purchase as an 

investment in their comfort, health, or the environment. When considering heating 

or cooling system options, cost is certainly a factor but not necessarily the 

deciding factor. 

 

Eco-conscious Innovators (21% of Minnesotans) 

Eco-conscious Innovators are interested in exciting new technologies that reduce 

their carbon footprint. They are less concerned with cost compared to other 

groups.  
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Nearly-there Converts (35% of Minnesotans) 

Nearly-there Converts are enthusiastic about the idea of ASHPs, but they don’t 

have them yet. This segment learned about heat pumps from family, friends, or 

coworkers, and are excited to talk about them with others. While they are 

interested in installing a heat pump, the time has either not been right to replace 

their current heating or cooling or cooling system or they are unsure if a heat 

pump is a good fit for their home. 

Study findings and recommendations 
Note that unless specified, study findings indicate findings from participants across 

midwestern states. 

◼ 45% of survey participants knew nothing about ASHPS and 34% knew “a little” about 

ASHPs. Low-income participants were even less likely to be aware of ASHPs; 50% knew 

nothing and 34% knew “a little” about them. 

◼ The costs of installing and running a home heating or cooling system were the most 

important factors in participants’ purchasing decisions. Another important factor was 

that the system provides the same or better level of comfort as their current one. Only 

3.1% of Minnesotans consider carbon emissions to be the most important factor in their 

purchasing decision. 

◼ Friends and family are the most trusted sources of information about home heating 

and cooling systems, followed by an energy provider or utility’s website, and then 

contractors. 

◼ A participants’ customer segment was predictive of a wide range of barriers, 

motivations, and preferences regarding messaging.  

◼ Minnesotan respondents most commonly self-identified as “Lifetime Value-seekers” 

who are concerned about the time and money they have to spend on a heating and 

cooling system. Compared to other groups, they are less likely to care about comfort, 

required maintenance, or carbon emissions, and more likely to trust friends and family 

as their primary information source. 

◼ Messaging framing did not significantly impact the likelihood of participants to 

consider buying a heat pump. This held true across customer segments and 

demographic groups, which means that the act of simply providing educational 

information about ASHPs to receptive audiences may be more important than landing 

on the perfect wording. 
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Based on the findings above and the detailed analysis within this report, we recommend the 

following strategies for organizations to market ASHPs in Minnesota. 

 

Recommendations 

Use messages that address cost barriers, such as those promoting available rebates and 
reduced running costs.  

Consider how to integrate messaging about efficiency, which is very attractive to customers 
but may lead to inaccurate conclusions about cost savings. 

Use messages and implement programs that promote and shift social norms, such as 
demonstrating that heat pumps are popular (or becoming more popular) among the potential 
customer’s community. 

Consider how to accurately represent ASHP benefits that resonate with people, such as 
efficiency and air-quality improvements. 

When selecting images to include in communications, favor real-life product images that 
feature heat pumps. 

Focus on delivering messages frequently to a broad population, as preferences were largely 
consistent across population subgroups. 

Use customer segment descriptions to quickly profile potential customers’ barriers and 
motivations. 

Consider targeted messaging efforts for key groups: 
◼ Use awareness-building messaging for low-income residents 
◼ Highlight benefits besides cost savings to urban residents 
◼ Promote improved indoor air-quality messaging to those who prioritize health 

Messaging strategies for specific customer segments and demographics in Minnesota is 
provided in Appendix A. 
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BACKGROUND 
The MN Air Source Heat Pump (ASHP) Collaborative was formed in 2019 by Center for Energy 

and Environment (CEE). It is a joint effort with utilities to promote heat pump adoption across 

Minnesota. The Minnesota ASHP Collaborative aims to make heat pumps the first choice over 

traditional air conditioners for contractors and homeowners seeking efficient and eco-friendly 

heating and cooling systems. 

The MN ASHP Collaborative is funded through Minnesota's Efficient Technology Accelerator, a 

partnership funded by the state’s investor-owned utilities (IOUs), administered by the Minnesota 

Department of Commerce, Division of Energy Resources (DER), and implemented by CEE. 

CEE recognizes that overcoming market barriers to ASHP adoption requires creating powerful 

tools, messaging, and resources that cities, the state, utilities, and others can use to drive 

customer awareness. In service of that goal, CEE contracted with Behavioral Insights Team 

(BIT) to conduct the work presented in this report to develop actionable messaging 

recommendations and insights for different customer segments in Minnesota. 

 

OUR APPROACH AND FINDINGS 
The BIT team conducted mixed-methods research to identify and overcome specific barriers to 

product adoption among diverse customer audiences. Our approach comprised three iterative 

stages to refine and investigate customer segments among Minnesota homeowners. 

◼ A document review to identify characteristics that are likely to impact Minnesota 

residents’ motivations, barriers, and awareness regarding heat pumps. 

◼ Focus groups with Minnesota homeowners to gain a nuanced understanding of 

awareness, barriers, and motivations around heat pumps. 

◼ An online survey and trial to 1) validate and quantify customer segments and their 

awareness levels, barriers, and motivations; and 2) identify best-performing messaging 

strategies. 

Document review 
We reviewed over 25 documents to identify characteristics of Minnesota homeowners that may 

influence their adoption of ASHPs, including research reports from internal and external 

organizations (e.g., Home Energy Squad, ACEEE) provided by CEE, and BIT’s previous original 

research.  

We identified more than twenty characteristics that can influence ASHP adoption. These include 

characteristics related to the home itself (e.g., year it was built), homeowner location (e.g., 

urban or rural), attitudes and perception (e.g., perceived social proof, confidence in the efficacy 

of heat pumps), timing (e.g., planning to move into a new home, undergoing major basement 

renovations), and demographics (e.g., income, age, having children living at home). We also 
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identified value proposition characteristics (e.g., characteristics that influence whether 

someone will see ongoing savings after installing a heat pump). However, for this project, we 

were primarily interested in the characteristics that do not require a value proposition.  

Focus groups 
We used focus groups to build a nuanced understanding of how Minnesota homeowners think 

about heat pump adoption. Specifically, our objectives were to: 

1. Identify segments of customers with overlapping demographic, behavioral, and 

psychographic characteristics 

2. Understand Minnesotans’ attitudes, barriers, and facilitators to ASHP adoption, and how 

these differ by customer segment 

3. Inform the development of heat pump messaging tailored to target audience segments 

(these messages would be tested in an online experiment – see Online Study section) 

Sample and recruitment 
Through a panel provider, we recruited 30 homeowners in Minnesota who did not have heat 

pumps. We excluded owners of multifamily homes, homeowners who already had heat pumps, 

and people working in the HVAC industry. Due to our requirement that participants use video-

conferencing to participate in the focus groups, our sample under-represented people who were 

digitally disconnected. 

Figure 1. Demographics and characteristics of homeowner focus group participants (n = 30)  

 Amount Percent 

Gender 

Male 14 47% 

Female 15 50% 

Non-binary 1 3% 

Age 

30-39 8 27% 

40-49 6 20% 

50-59 8 27% 

60-69 5 17% 

70+ 3 10% 

Children in house 

Yes 19 63% 
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No 11 37% 

Household income 

$25–49K 2 7% 

$50–74K 6 20% 

$75–99K 5 17% 

$100–124K 5 17% 

$125–149K 3 10% 

$150K+ 9 30% 

Race and ethnicity 

White/Caucasian 22 73% 

African American/Black 5 17% 

Asian & 
White/Caucasian 1 3% 

Hispanic/Latin 
American 1 3% 

Residence 

Suburban 15 50% 

Urban 8 27% 

Rural 7 23% 

Current heating system 

Natural Gas 17 57% 

Electricity & Natural 
Gas 8 27% 

Electricity 3 10% 

Propane 1 3% 

Electricity & Propane 1 3% 

To explore characteristics that we found were likely to influence ASHP adoption in our 

document review, we ensured representation from urban, suburban, rural, low-income (as 

defined by the US Department of Housing and Urban Development for Minnesota), and “fresh 

starter” homeowners (those planning to move within the year, or have moved in the past six 

months).  

https://mphaonline.org/housing/how-to-apply/eligibility/
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Separately, we recruited a focus group of small rental property (1–3 units) owners in Minnesota. 

Methodology 
We conducted six virtual focus groups over video call. We asked participants if they had heard 

about ASHPs, and, if yes, what they heard and where they heard it. We also gave a brief 

description of ASHPs and asked what other information they would be interested in learning. 

Finally, we asked if they would consider an ASHP for their home.  

We conducted a thematic framework analysis to organize focus group data according to key 

topics that emerged from the document review and our pre-defined objectives and research 

questions. The research team held debrief meetings after each focus group to discuss key 

themes and topics. 

Population segments 
The following four customer segments emerged from our analysis.  

Lifetime Value-seekers 

Lifetime Value-seekers are a risk-averse group who are primarily concerned with the holistic 

time and monetary costs of owning a heating or cooling system. Their chief concerns include 

ease and cost of installation, ease and frequency of maintenance, and longevity. They are 

responsible and engaged heat system owners, and value certainty around maintenance and 

energy costs. 

 

 

“I don't want to put in a new system every five years if there's something out there that can 

last 15 to 20 [yrs].” 
“I do like the rebate. When you give me two grand, I don't mind spending 9 grand. And when 

you give me 10 years parts and labor, you got a deal.”  

 

Primary barriers for Lifetime Value-seekers Primary motivators for Lifetime Value-seekers 

◼ Low awareness of heat pumps 
◼ Fears about additional space and 

maintenance costs (especially related to the 
backup system) 

◼ Risk aversion to trying a new, “unproven” 
technology 

◼ Perception that high-efficiency gas furnaces 
are the more practical option 

◼ Concerns about fluctuations in electric rates 

◼ Rebates and subsidies 
◼ Payback period 
◼ Warranties and maintenance plans 
◼ Reliability of the system 
◼ Social proof that others are installing heat 

pumps 
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Discerning Investors 

Discerning Investors consider a heating or cooling system purchase as an investment in their 

comfort, health, or the environment. When considering heating or cooling system options, cost 

is certainly a factor but not necessarily the deciding factor. 

 

 

“Right now, my air conditioner…cools my house great. I would really want to test this out. I'd 

want to…see what do they consider cool versus what do I consider cool.”  

“We've got one kid that has a lot of allergies…So [air quality] would be the number one for us 

over cost and the carbon footprint.” 

 

Primary barriers for Discerning Investors Primary motivators for Discerning Investors 

◼ Low awareness of the benefits of heat pumps 
◼ Lack of personal experience with heat pump 

efficacy (e.g., being able to feel its heating or 
cooling abilities), amplified by concerns 
about Minnesota’s cold climate 

◼ Skepticism around environmental and air 
quality claims 

◼ Comfortable, consistent heating and cooling 
◼ Improvements to indoor air quality (especially 

relating to household members with asthma 
or allergies) 

◼ Reduced environmental impact 
◼ Rebates and subsidies 

Eco-conscious Innovators 

Eco-conscious Innovators are interested in exciting new technologies that help them reduce 

their carbon footprint. They are less concerned with cost compared to other groups.  

 

 

“Why we went solar? It was both environmental and just wanting to not have fossil fuels…My 

ultimate goal — if I was made out of money — would just to be 100% carbon neutral and just 

have buildings that just sort of take care of themselves.” 

 

Primary barriers for Eco-conscious Innovators Primary motivators for Eco-conscious Innovators 

◼ Limited awareness of ASHPs 
◼ Limited understanding of how ASHPs 

improve household efficiency 

◼ Reduced environmental impact 
◼ Ability to use solar panels to power a heat 

pump 
◼ Exciting advances in technology  
◼ Ability to be an “early adopter” 

Nearly-there Converts 

Nearly-there Converts are enthusiastic about the idea of ASHPs, but they don’t have them yet. 

This segment learned about heat pumps from family, friends, or coworkers, and are excited to 

talk about them with others. While they are interested in installing a heat pump, the time has 

either not been right to replace their current heating or cooling system or they are unsure if a 

heat pump is a good fit for their home. 



 

 Communication Strategies to Drive Heat Pump Adoption in Minnesota  
 12 

 

 

“My sister who lives in Boston had [a heat pump] installed in her house…[she’s] happy with it, 

[it’s] cheaper to run...but it’s hard to make the decision to change.” 

 

Primary barriers for Nearly-there Converts Primary motivators for Nearly-there Converts 

◼ Limited understanding of the different types 
of heat pump technologies (e.g., air source, 
ground source, ducted, mini-splits) 

◼ Effort and friction costs of installing new 
equipment 

◼ Concerns about whether a heat pump is a 
good fit for their home 

◼ Strong recommendations from people in their 
network 

◼ Rebates and subsidies 
◼ Ease of installation 

Rental property owners 

Rental property owners choose the heating/cooling option that reduces their own time and 

monetary costs (i.e., the system that is preferred by their contractors, fastest to install, and least 

likely to need maintenance). They are risk averse and suspicious of new technology. They 

primarily trust their current contractors and other property owners in their networks. 

 

 

“I want to eliminate work, stress, amount of service calls. Spending money should make my 

life easier, not more difficult. If I’m not saving lots of money, it’s not worth it.” 

 

Primary barriers for rental property owners Primary motivators for rental property owners 

◼ Lack of financial incentive to lower energy 
bills, especially with Minneapolis’s hot 
housing market 

◼ Concerns about maintenance and very quick 
replacements (even stronger than for 
homeowners) 

◼ Unwillingness to use a new contractor 
◼ Risk aversion to trying a new, “unproven” 

technology 

◼ Ease and speed of installation 
◼ Less frequent servicing 
◼ Their current, trusted contractor being able to 

install and service the heat pump 
◼ Significant energy bill cost savings (>50%) 

because that price reduction could be added 
to the rent price 

In addition to these segments, the focus groups revealed valuable insights across all groups:  

◼ Timing considerations were relevant to all customer segments and have important 

implications around how receptive participants are to heat pump adoption. Many 

Minnesotans describe buying new HVAC systems in emergency situations when their 

old system breaks. There are opportunities to ensure that ASHPs are the default choice 

for panicked customers, and opportunities to reach customers before their system 

breaks when they have the time to be deliberative. 
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◼ Participants would only consider purchasing a new heating and cooling system if their 

current one was failing or had broken. 

Online study 
Based on focus group findings and insights from behavioral science, we developed messages 

to increase people’s interest in heat pumps as a replacement for their current home heating and 

cooling systems. We evaluated the impact of these messages in an online study. 

Our research questions were:  

RQ1: Which messages increase homeowners’ interest in heat pumps as the replacement 

option for their home heating and cooling system? 

◼ Primary outcome: Participants’ stated preference to consider purchasing an ASHP 

◼ Secondary outcome: Participants’ interest in learning more about ASHPs 

RQ2: How many participants fall into each customer segment/demographic subgroup?  

We conducted exploratory descriptive analyses to see how many participants fall into each 

customer segment or subgroup.  

RQ3: What are the characteristics and messaging preferences of participants in different 

customer segments/demographic subgroups? 

We examined the impact of different messages for each customer segment or subgroup (but 

were not powered to do significance tests on outcomes for these groups). We also conducted 

exploratory analysis to discern different preferences and behaviors among subgroups (e.g., 

their preferred information sources, prior knowledge of ASHPs).  

Sample and Recruitment 
We conducted the online study using BIT’s in-house platform Predictiv, which recruits from the 

sample provider, Lucid. The sample included homeowners who did not own a heat pump in 

Minnesota, Illinois, Michigan, and Wisconsin. The sample excluded renters and people who 

already owned heat pumps. 

The following is a breakdown of the sample we recruited for the online study. Most participants 

were White, older than 25, and living in urban/suburban areas. Forty-four percent of the sample 

resided in Minnesota; the rest lived in surrounding states. 

Figure 2. Demographics and characteristics of online study participants (N = 4,007) 

Demographic / characteristic Percent 

Gender 

Male 57.8% 

Female 41.8% 

Non-binary 0.4% 
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Race and ethnicity 

White 89.8% 

Black 5.0% 

Other 5.2% 

Age 

18–24 3.6% 

25–54 44.2% 

55+ 52.2% 

States 

Minnesota 43.7% 

Illinois 23.6% 

Michigan 20.8% 

Wisconsin 11.8% 

Iowa, South Dakota, and North Dakota 0.1% 

Household income 

Low-income 47.0% 

Not low-income 53.0% 

Neighborhood 

Urban 20.5% 

Suburban 48.1% 

Rural 31.4% 

 

Methodology 
The online study comprised two elements: 

◼ A randomized controlled trial to test whether messaging strategies impacted 

participants’ interest in heat pumps 

◼ A survey to better understand participants’ preferences regarding home heating and 

cooling systems 

To establish a causal relationship between messages and interest in heat pumps (RQ1), we 

randomly assigned homeowners to see one of four treatment messages or a control message. 
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The treatment groups were exposed to general information about ASHPs, plus either a message 

about rebates (Treatment 1), durability and dependability (Treatment 2), social proof (Treatment 

3; see Figure 3), or comfort (Treatment 4). The control group was only exposed to general 

information about ASHPs. The messages are included in the Appendix.   

Figure 3. Example treatment message: Social proof 

 

After being exposed to a message, participants were asked:  

◼ “In the next 5 years, if you need to replace your heating or cooling system, how likely are 

you to consider choosing an air source heat pump?” (1 = Very unlikely, 7 = Very likely; our 

primary outcome)  

◼ “How interested are you in learning more about air source heat pumps?” (1 = Not at all 

interested, 4 = Very interested; our secondary outcome)  
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To better understand the demographics, barriers, motivations, and messaging preferences of 

our customer segments (RQ2 and RQ3), we asked participants to self-identify with one of our 

customer segments. We also asked them a series of questions about their knowledge of 

ASHPs, the factors that influence their decisions about heating and cooling systems, the 

sources of information that they consult, their trust in different sources of information, and to 

what degree different statements or images about ASHPs increases their interest in ASHPs.  

Findings from the online study 

Lifetime Value-seekers were the biggest customer segment. 

All participants were asked to identify as one of three segments (Lifetime Value-seekers, 

Discerning Investors, or Eco-conscious Innovators). Then, all participants were also asked 

whether they identified as a Nearly-there Convert. 

Participants were more likely to identify as Lifetime Value-seekers than Discerning Investors 

or Eco-conscious Innovators. Almost half of participants identified as Lifetime Value-seekers.  

Lifetime Value-seekers were the least likely to also identify as Nearly-there Converts. In the 

Midwest sample: 

◼ 25% of Lifetime Value-seekers were also Nearly-there Converts  

◼ 34% of Discerning Investors were also Nearly-there Converts  

◼ 41% of Eco-conscious Innovators were also Nearly-there Converts 

Figure 4. Customer segments in the Midwest and Minnesota samples 

Segment Description selected by participants Midwest 
sample 

n = 4,007 

Minn. 
sample 

n = 1,751 

Lifetime 
Value-seekers 

“I am concerned about the time and money I have to spend 
on my heating and cooling system. I want a system that is 
fast to install, easy to maintain, and will last a long time.”  

47.6% 46.7% 

Discerning 
Investors 

“I am concerned about the quality of life that my heating 
and cooling system offers. I am interested in the comfort 
that the system provides, the health benefits (for example, 
better air quality inside my home), and the environmental 
benefits it offers.”  

32.0% 32.0% 

Eco-conscious 
Innovators 

“I am concerned about the energy consumption of my 
heating and cooling system. I like to learn about new and 
more efficient technologies that allow me to reduce my 
carbon footprint.”  

20.4% 21.3% 

Nearly-there 
Converts 

“I have heard about air source heat pumps before today, 
and I was already interested. I just need to find out if it’s the 
right choice for me and my home.”  

31.6% 35.0% 

 

Further, the survey results indicate that the short descriptions in Figure 4 are an efficient way 

to profile potential customers’ barriers and motivations regarding home heating and cooling 
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systems. Participants’ self-selected customer segment, based on the one-sentence description, 

was predictive of a wide range of barriers, motivations, and preferences regarding messaging. 

Notably: 

◼ 73% of Nearly-there Converts said that they were likely or very likely to be interested in 

purchasing an ASHP in the following five years, compared to 35% of other participants 

◼ 39% of Lifetime Value-seekers considered the final cost of purchasing and installing a 

system to be the most important factor in a purchasing decision, compared to 30% of 

other participants 

◼ 21% of Discerning Investors considered the comfort provided by a system to be the 

most important factor in a purchasing decisions, compared to 15% of other participants 

Awareness of ASHPs is low.  

Prior to the survey, almost 78% of Midwest participants had little or no awareness of ASHPs. 

Only around 20% of Midwest participants knew “a moderate amount” or “a lot” about ASHPs. 

Among Minnesota participants, 75% had little or no awareness of ASHPs. 

Awareness among low-income participants was lower than in the general Midwest sample. 

Among low-income participants, 49.5% know “nothing at all” about ASHPs. 
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Figure 5. Awareness of ASHPs prior to survey in the Midwest sample (n = 4,007) 

 

Figure 6. Awareness of ASHPs prior to survey in the Midwest and Minnesota samples 

Awareness of ASHP prior to the survey Midwest sample 

n = 4,007 

Minn. sample 

n = 1,751 

Nothing at all  44.7% 40.5% 

A little  33.7% 34.2% 

A moderate amount  15.3% 18.2% 

A lot  6.3% 7.1% 

 

Interest in purchasing or learning more about ASHPs did not vary with the 
control or treatment messages.  

Our primary and secondary outcomes were not significantly affected by any of the messaging 

tested. There are several possible reasons why we did not detect a difference in ASHP interest. 
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◼ The sample had low levels of awareness of ASHPs, meaning participants may have been 

more influenced by the information we provided everyone about ASHPs than by the 

specific treatment message they saw.  

◼ A home heating or cooling system is a big purchase, and a single message may not be 

enough to influence that decision. More intensive messaging from multiple channels 

and trusted messengers may be required to shift interest in ASHPs. 

◼ Our sample size allowed us to measure a change in interest in purchasing ASHPs that 

was larger than 9.3% on a five-point scale. This means that if the messages did make an 

impact, it was smaller than 9.3%.  

In Figures 7, 8, 9, and 10, the orange bars indicate the 95% confidence interval around the estimate. 

Figure 7. Primary outcome – Interest in purchasing an ASHP in the Midwest sample (n = 
4,007) 
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Figure 8. Primary outcome – Interest in purchasing an ASHP in the Minnesota sample (n = 
1,751) 

 

In the Minnesota sample, those who saw the “dependable” messaging were significantly less likely 

to be interested in purchasing an ASHP. However, that message was slightly longer than others, 

and did not effect interest in learning more, so that result should be interpreted cautiously. 
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Figure 9. Secondary outcome – Interest in learning more about ASHPs in the Midwest sample 
(n = 4,007) 
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Figure 10. Secondary outcome – Interest in learning more about ASHPs in the Minnesota 
sample (n = 1,751) 

 

 

Trusted messengers about home heating and cooling systems include 
friends and family, energy providers, and contractors.  

We found that participants trusted their close contacts or institutions with whom they have an 

ongoing relationship (e.g., friends, utilities, contractors, service plans) more than they trusted 

general information sources (e.g., consumer publications, retailers, online reviews). This finding 

suggests that the network in which a person is embedded matters a great deal for their home 

heating and cooling decisions.  
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Figure 11. Information sources that participants would consult first if they were looking to 
replace their furnace or AC, Midwest and Minnesota samples 

Information source Midwest Sample 

n = 4,007 

Minn. Sample 

n = 1,751 

Utility installation services / service plans 17.9% 24.2% 

My energy provider or utility’s website 17.4% 17.9% 

Friends and family 18.0% 17.4% 

Free online reviews 13.1% 12.2% 

Retailer 12.2% 11.4% 

My contractor 13.6% 9.4% 

Paid consumer publications 7.9% 7.4% 

 

Figure 12. Sources of information that participants trust in the Midwest sample (n = 4,007) 
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Figure 13. Sources of information participants trust in the Minnesota sample (n = 1,751) 

 

Cost is the most important concern when choosing a heating or cooling 
system, followed by quality.  

Costs — from purchase and installation to monthly bills — were considered very important by 

the majority of participants and were the top factors influencing home heating and cooling 

purchasing decisions. Quality concerns, such as the durability and comfort that a system 

provides, were the second most important factors. 

 

Figure 14: Factors influencing home heating and cooling system purchasing decisions in the 
Midwest and Minnesota samples 

 Factors rated as “very important” for home 
heating and cooling system purchasing 
decisions 

Midwest 

n=4,007 

Minn. 

n=1,733 

Cost factors The final cost of purchasing and installing the 
system 

74% 71% 

The monthly cost of running the system 72% 71% 

That the system provides the same level of 
comfort or better than my current system 

66% 63% 
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Quality and 
performance 
factors 

That the system lasts the same number of years 
or more as my current system 

66% 64% 

That the required maintenance is about the same 
or less as my current system 

56% 52% 

That the system provides better indoor air quality 
than my current system 

48% 45% 

That my current contractor is able to install and 
maintain it 

38% 35% 

Other That people I know are using this system and are 
satisfied with it 

30% 29% 

That the system has low carbon emissions 30% 30% 

The number of days that it takes to install the 
system 

25% 22% 

Survey participants ranked the factors “people I know are using this system” and “number of 

days it takes to install” as less important than other factors. This contrasts with what we heard 

in focus groups. However, it aligns well with a general behavioral science finding — people often 

underestimate the influence that social norms and momentary convenience have on their 

behavior.  

When asked to select the single most important factor when making home heating or cooling 

purchasing decisions, 8% of Minnesota participants selected “that the system provides better 

indoor air quality than my current system.” Our focus groups indicated that this group was 

likely people with household members who suffer from respiratory illness, such as asthma. 

Sources of outdoor smoke, such as wildfires and outdoor fire pits, were also mentioned as 

motivating factors. 

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/18550863/
https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=nO_pDwAAQBAJ&oi=fnd&pg=PR4&dq=overview+of+friction+costs+behavioral+science&ots=nHBDoBErb5&sig=MwajsGkgYE5oo222oPCdi4dRX4U#v=onepage&q=overview%20of%20friction%20costs%20behavioral%20science&f=false
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Figure 15. Top-ranked factors for home heating and cooling decisions in the Minnesota 
sample (n = 1,733) 

 

The carbon emissions of a heating or cooling system were not important for most participants, 

compared to other factors. Notably, this holds true even for the Eco-conscious Innovator 

customer segment; only 5% of this segment considered low carbon emissions to be the most 

important factor when making home heating or cooling purchasing decisions. 
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Figure 16. Carbon emissions as the top factor for home heating or cooling decisions, by 
customer segment in the Minnesota sample (n = 1,733) 

Customer segment, Minn. sample  Percentage 

Lifetime Value-seekers (n=809) 1.4% 

Eco-conscious Innovators (n=369) 4.9% 

Discerning Investors (n=555) 4.3% 

Nearly-there Converts (n=607) 4.6% 

When analyzing whether important factors differed between urban, suburban, and rural 

participants, we found that rural participants were more focused on cost factors, suburban 

residents were more focused on the level of comfort that a system provides, and urban 

residents were more focused on other non-cost benefits, such as durability, maintenance, and 

carbon emissions. However, all of these differences were relatively slight, and costs remained 

the most important factors across all three groups. 

 

Figure 17. Top factor influencing home heating or cooling purchasing decisions in the Midwest 
sample (n = 4,007) 

Top factor influencing home heating and cooling 
purchasing decisions 

Urban 

n=808 

Suburban 

n=1896 

Rural 

n=1242 

The final cost of purchasing and installing the system 26% 30% 33% 

The monthly cost of running the system 19% 23% 24% 

That the system provides the same level of comfort or better 
than my current system 

13% 17% 15% 

That the system provides better indoor air quality than my 
current system 

9% 8% 7% 

That the system lasts the same number of years or more as 
my current system 

9% 7% 7% 

That the required maintenance is about the same or less as 
my current system 

6% 4% 5% 

That my current contractor is able to install and maintain it 6% 3% 4% 

That people I know are using this system and are satisfied 
with it 

5% 3% 3% 

That the system has low carbon emissions 4% 3% 3% 

The number of days that it takes to install the system 3% 1% 1% 
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Statements about efficiency and rebates were the most likely to boost 
interest in ASHPs. 

When asked which statements were most likely to boost their interest in ASHPs, participants 

were most likely to select a message about ASHPs’ efficiency. This may be because people 

associate increased efficiency with decreased operating costs – a theory supported by 

participants indicating that cost is a very important factor in their home heating and cooling 

decisions, and by the second most popular statement also being related to costs (“New rebates 

for heat pumps are available now”). 

All customer segments preferred the efficiency message to all others. Beyond that top 

message, we found that customer segments responded to messages that addressed their 

unique priorities. For instance: 

◼ Lifetime Value-seekers were more likely to indicate that messages about the durability 

and dependability of heat pumps boosted their interest 

◼ Discerning Investors were more likely to indicate that a message about ASHPs providing 

superior home heating and cooling boosted their interest 

◼ Eco-conscious Innovators were more likely to indicate that a message about ASHPs 

reducing a households’ carbon footprint boosted their interest 

Figure 18. Statements that boosted interest in ASHPs in the Midwest sample (n = 4,007) 
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Figure 19. Statements that boosted interest in ASHPs in the Midwest and Minnesota samples 

Statement Midwest Sample 

n = 4,007 

Minn. Sample 

n = 1,751 

Heat pumps are 2–4 times more efficient than other heating 
and cooling systems 

60.8% 60.4% 

New rebates for heat pumps are available now  40.6% 42.9% 

Heat pumps can provide heating and fully replace your air 
conditioner 

39.1% 38.0% 

Heat pumps provide superior home heating and cooling 34.1% 34.7% 

Heat pumps are highly durable and dependable 36.2% 34.3% 

Heat pumps greatly reduce a home’s carbon footprint 24.9% 26.1% 

Innovative heat pump technology hits the Midwest market 13.5% 13.9% 

Demand for heat pumps is on the rise in colder states 12.7% 13.8% 

None of the above 7.6% 5.9% 

Product images of heat pumps increased interest, potentially by clarifying 
what a heat pump is.  

Participants indicated that product images of ASHPs increased their interest more than other 

kinds of images (i.e., illustrations or lifestyle shots). This may be because participants had low 

awareness of ASHPs, and the product images helped them visualize what one might look like in 

their home. 
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Figure 20. ASHP product images 

       

 

Figure 21: Changes in interest in ASHP based on type of images seen, Midwest and Minnesota 
samples  

 Illustrated images Lifestyle images Product images 

 Midwest Minn. Midwest Minn. Midwest Minn. 

Decrease or significantly 
decrease interest 

8.4% 9.8% 3.1% 3.4% 7.0% 8.6% 

Neither 69.8% 66.8% 66.0% 64.6% 56.4% 54.0% 

Increase or significantly 
increase interest 

21.9% 23.3% 30.7% 32.0% 36.5% 37.4% 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 
Based on our findings from the focus groups and online study, we recommend the following for 

messaging ASHPs in Minnesota. 

 

Recommendation Rationale and detail 

Use messages that address 
cost barriers, such as those 
promoting available rebates 
and reduced running costs. 

◼ Our focus groups and survey showed that the costs of 
purchasing, installing, and running the system dominated 
participants’ heating and cooling system decisions. Out of the 
survey participants who were aware of ASHPs prior to the survey, 
the majority were not aware that heat pumps qualify for multiple 
rebates. 

◼ Messages about efficiency and rebates were the most likely to 
boost participants’ interest in ASHPs. 

Consider how to integrate 
messaging about efficiency, 
which is very attractive to 
customers but may lead 
them to inaccurate 
conclusions about cost 
savings. 

◼ Our survey showed that the message “Heat pumps are 2–4 times 
more efficient than other heating and cooling systems” was the 
most likely to drive interest in ASHPs in every group and 
customer segment we analyzed. 

◼ It is important to conduct future research to understand why 
survey participants preferred this message and ensure that it is 
not leading customers to make inaccurate conclusions about 
cost savings.  

Use messages and 
implement programs that 
promote and shift social 
norms, such as 
demonstrating that heat 
pumps are popular (or 
becoming more popular) 
among the potential 
customer’s community. 

◼ Through our focus groups and survey, we found that many people 
are not aware that heat pumps can work well in cold climates, 
and friends and family are highly trusted sources of information 
about home heating/cooling systems. Thus, messaging 
promoting the fact that others, especially friends and neighbors, 
are installing heat pumps in this climate can be effective. 
Additional methods for promoting social norms are included in 
our messaging strategy recommendations. 

◼ Community programs that go beyond messaging could help 
spread new social norms — these could include programs that 
incentivize contractors (e.g., subsidize contractors’ first few 
ASHP installations), leverage converted community members 
(e.g., referral programs for rental property owners), or make heat 
pumps more visible to neighbors (e.g., yard signs, a visit a heat 
pump program). 

Consider how to accurately 
represent ASHP benefits 
that resonate with people. 

◼ A message promoting heat pumps’ efficiency was the most 
influential in all groups. Further research should be conducted to 
understand whether people associate “efficiency” with cost 
savings, which may be inaccurate for some customers. 

◼ In our focus groups and survey, we found a contingent of people 
who care deeply about indoor air quality. Future analysis could be 
conducted to quantify air quality benefits. 

When selecting images to 
include in communications, 

◼ In our survey, we found that images that centered heat pumps 
were the most likely to increase participants’ interest. 
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favor images that center 
heat pumps. 

◼ 78% of survey participants knew a little or nothing at all about 
heat pumps, so images of heat pumps may help them understand 
what they are. 

Focus on delivering the 
messages frequently to a 
broad population, as 
preferences were largely 
consistent across 
population subgroups. 

◼ In our survey, we found very similar results across all subgroups 
in terms of knowledge about heat pumps, trusted sources, and 
preferences for messaging. In the short term, heavy investments 
in targeted messaging may not pay off because there are not 
major differences in people’s understanding of and interest in 
ASHPs yet. 

◼ Low-income and environmental justice communities are a priority 
for many of CEE’s partner organizations. Messages that work well 
for this group are also likely to work well for the general 
population. 

◼ Our focus groups showed that people should be encouraged to 
consider ASHPs before their current system breaks, as it is 
difficult to convince people to make a new choice in a moment of 
crisis. 

Use customer segment 
descriptions to quickly 
profile potential customers’ 
barriers and motivations. 

◼ Our survey found that participants’ self-selected customer 
segment, based on a one-sentence description, was predictive of 
a wide range of barriers, motivations, and preferences regarding 
messaging. Notably, 73% of Nearly-there Converts said that they 
were likely or very likely to be interested in purchasing an ASHP in 
the following five years, compared to 35% of other participants. 

◼ Asking customers to self-identify (e.g., at an event, when signing 
up for utility emails or rewards programs) could be an efficient 
way to understand and address customers’ specific concerns. 

Targeted messaging efforts 
to some groups may be 
beneficial: 

◼ Awareness for low-
income residents 

◼ Non-cost benefits to 
urban residents 

◼ Air quality 
messaging to those 
who prioritize it 

◼ Low-income participants were less likely to be aware of ASHPs 
than the general population or any other subgroups. 

◼ Urban participants were more interested in the non-cost benefits 
of ASHPs than suburban and rural participants. 

◼ In our focus groups and survey, we found a contingent of people 
who care deeply about indoor air quality. Our focus groups 
suggested that these people usually have someone in their 
household with respiratory issues, and that outdoor sources of 
smoke are also motivating factors. 
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 APPENDIX A: MESSAGING STRATEGIES BY CUSTOMER 

SUBGROUP SUMMARY TABLE 
The table below summarizes what we found in our qualitative and quantitative research into a 

single matrix that can be used to guide future messaging and communication strategies for 

different customer segments.  

 

Segment About this group Messaging strategy 

All 
segments 

◼ Cost rates as a key factor. Messaging 
should emphasize the financial 
benefits of ASHPs, including upfront 
and operating costs.  

◼ Messaging about the efficiency of 
ASHPs resonates with all groups —
however, caution must be used to 
ensure that messaging about energy 
efficiency does not imply inaccurate 
conclusions about cost savings. 

◼ The source of information affects the 
extent to which people trust the 
message. Across all groups, people 
trust friends and family and utility 
providers to give them information 
about heating and cooling systems. 

◼ Timing messaging is crucial. People 
across segments are only interested in 
purchasing heating and cooling 
systems when their existing system 
fails, but that time often feels like a 
crisis, making it difficult to evaluate 
new options. Messaging should help 
people plan to install an ASHP before 
they are in the crisis mode brought on 
by a cooling or heating system failure. 

 

Across all segments, messaging should 
emphasize cost benefits, be delivered by 
trusted sources, and help people plan 
before their heating or cooling system 
fails.  

In addition to cost, information source, and timing, different customer segments have specific 
priorities, motivators, and concerns that messaging can address 

Lifetime 
Value-
seekers 

Lifetime Value-seekers are a risk-averse 
group primarily concerned with the 
holistic time and monetary costs of 
owning a heating or cooling system. Their 
chief concerns include ease and cost of 
installation, ease and frequency of 
maintenance, and longevity. They are 
responsible and engaged heating system 

Lifetime Value-seekers want to make sure 

the system they purchase will provide 

good value over its lifetime, so messages 

should emphasize both upfront and 

running cost savings. Messages should 

also reduce the perceived risk of installing 

an ASHP, such as by emphasizing:  
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owners, and value certainty around 
maintenance and energy costs. 

◼ The availability of maintenance plans 

◼ The durability and longevity of ASHPs 

◼ That ASHPs are common or well-liked 
within the customer’s network 

Discerning 
Investors 

Discerning Investors consider a heating or 
cooling system purchase as an 
investment in their comfort, health, or the 
environment. When considering heating 
and cooling system options, cost is 
certainly a factor, but not necessarily the 
deciding factor. 

Discerning Investors' preference is not just 

for cost, but also for a high-quality product 

that would have a long-term impact on 

their health, comfort, and the environment. 

Messages should emphasize that heat 

pumps provide superior home heating and 

cooling. 

For Discerning Investors who live with 

people with respiratory illnesses, superior 

air quality may be the most impactful 

message. 

Eco-
conscious 
Innovators 

Eco-conscious Innovators are interested 
in exciting new technologies that reduce 
their carbon footprint. They are less 
concerned with cost compared to other 
groups.  

Eco-conscious Innovators value reducing 

their carbon footprint, although they (like 

all customer segments) typically care even 

more about price. Along with price 

messaging, Eco-conscious Innovators may 

respond to messaging that emphasizes: 

◼ A heat pump reduces a home’s carbon 
footprint 

◼ A heat pump could give them the 
opportunity to be “first movers” on an 
exciting new technology 

◼ A heat pump can be powered using a 
home’s solar panels 

Nearly-
there 
Converts 

Nearly-there Converts are enthusiastic 
about the idea of ASHPs, but they don’t 
have them yet. This segment learned 
about heat pumps from family, friends, or 
coworkers, and are excited to talk about 
them with others. While they are interested 
in installing a heat pump, the time has 
either not been right to replace their 
current heating or cooling system, or they 
are unsure if a heat pump is a good fit for 
their home. 

Nearly-there Converts are interested in the 

logistics and practical implications of 

installing ASHPs. Messages that resonate 

with this group may include: 

◼ Reassurances about ease of 
installation and maintenance 

◼ Free energy audits to determine 
whether a heat pump is applicable for 
their home 

◼ Peer-to-peer learning and validation 
through yard signs, or home tour 
programs, such as MSP Home Tour, 
Parade of Homes, or Visit a Heat 
Pump 

https://www.msphometour.com/
https://www.paradeofhomes.org/
https://www.visitaheatpump.com/
https://www.visitaheatpump.com/
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Rental 
property 
owners 

Rental property owners choose the 
heating/cooling option that reduces their 
own time and monetary costs (i.e., the 
system that is preferred by their 
contractors, fastest to install, and least 
likely to need maintenance). They are risk-
averse and suspicious of new technology. 
They primarily trust their current 
contractors, and other property owners in 
their networks. 

Rental property owners are deeply 

embedded in their social networks, and so 

are likely to look to what others are doing 

as guidance. Messaging could be deployed 

through: 

◼ Peer-to-peer networks, such as 
Facebook groups for local property 
owners 

◼ Contractors that property owners are 
already using (not ones with whom 
they don’t have existing relationships) 

Low-
income  

Low-income homeowners are most 
concerned about the short- and long-term 
costs of home heating and cooling 
systems. They exhibited a lower level of 
awareness of ASHPS and lower levels of 
interest in purchasing or learning about 
ASHPs than other groups.  

Homeowners in Minnesota with low 

incomes have lower levels of awareness 

about heat pumps, so explanatory 

messaging and repeated exposure is likely 

to be helpful.  

Urban, 
suburban, 
rural 

When considering home heating and 
cooling options, rural participants are 
slightly more focused on cost factors than 
suburban or urban residents. Although 
cost factors also dominate for suburban 
and urban residents, suburban residents 
also focus on the level of comfort that a 
system provides, and urban residents 
focus on other non-cost benefits, such as 
durability, maintenance, and carbon 
emissions. 

The best practices outlined for all groups 

(emphasizing cost benefits, leveraging 

close networks to distribute information, 

and timing messages) will likely work 

across urban, suburban, and rural 

customers. Cost-related messaging may 

be slightly more effective with rural 

residents compared to other groups. 
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APPENDIX B: TREATMENT AND CONTROL MESSAGES 

Figure 22. Control (desktop and mobile) 

 

 

 



 

 Communication Strategies to Drive Heat Pump Adoption in Minnesota  
 37 

Figure 23. Treatment 1: Rebates (desktop and mobile) 
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Figure 24. Treatment 2: Dependable (desktop and mobile) 
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Figure 25. Treatment 3: Social proof (desktop and mobile) 
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Figure 26. Treatment 4: Benefits (desktop and mobile) 

 
  



 

 Communication Strategies to Drive Heat Pump Adoption in Minnesota  
 41 

APPENDIX C: DATA TABLES 

Minnesota sample 

Primary analysis: Interest in purchasing an ASHP 

Table 1. Interest in purchasing an ASHP by customer segments 

 

Table 2. Interest in purchasing an ASHP by groups 
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Secondary analysis: Interest in learning more about ASHPs 

Table 3. Interest in learning more about ASHPs by customer segments 

 

Table 4. Interest in learning more about ASHPs by groups 
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Exploratory analysis: 

Awareness 

Table 5. Awareness of ASHP prior to the survey by customer segments 

 

Table 6. Awareness of ASHP prior to the survey by groups 
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Factors influencing home heating system decisions 

Table 7. Factors influencing home heating system decisions by customer segments 
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Table 8. Factors influencing home heating system decisions by groups 
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Effect of headlines on interest in learning more about ASHP 

Table 9. Effect of headlines on interest in learning more about ASHP by customer segment 

 

Table 10. Effect of headlines on interest in learning more about ASHP by groups 

 

Effect of images on interest in considering purchasing an ASHP 

Table 11. Effect of images on interest in considering purchasing an ASHP by customer 
segments 
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Table 12. Effect of images on interest in considering purchasing an ASHP by groups 

 

Most important factor in deciding on a home heating/cooling system 

Table 13. Most important factor in deciding on a home heating/cooling system by customer 
segments 

 

Table 14. Most important factor in deciding on a home heating/cooling system by groups 
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Primary source of information to consult when looking for HVAC 
replacement 

Table 15. Primary source of information to consult when looking for HVAC replacement by 
customer segments 
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Table 16. Primary source of information to consult when looking for HVAC replacement by 
groups 
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Midwest sample 

Primary analysis: Interest in purchasing an ASHP 

Table 17. Interest in purchasing an ASHP by customer segments 

 

Table 18. Interest in purchasing an ASHP by groups 
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Secondary analysis: Interest in learning more about ASHPs 

Table 19. Interest in learning more about ASHPs by customer segments 

 

Table 20. Interest in learning more about ASHPs by groups 
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Exploratory analysis: 

Awareness 

Table 21. Awareness of ASHPs prior to the survey by customer segments 

 

Table 22. Awareness of ASHPs prior to the survey by groups 
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Factors influencing home heating/cooling system decisions 

Table 23. Factors influencing home heating/cooling system decisions by customer segments 
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Table 24. Factors influencing home heating/cooling system decisions by groups 
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Effect of headlines on interest in learning more about ASHPs 

Table 25. Effect of headlines on interest in learning more about ASHPs by customer segment 

 

Table 26. Effect of headlines on interest in learning more about ASHPs by groups 

 

Effect of images on interest in considering purchasing an ASHP 

Table 27. Effect of images on interest in considering purchasing an ASHP by customer 
segments 
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Table 28. Effect of images on interest in considering purchasing an ASHP by groups 

 

Most important factor in deciding about home heating/cooling system 

Table 29. Most important factor in deciding about home heating/cooling system by customer 
segments 

 

Table 30. Most important factor in deciding about home heating/cooling system by groups 
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Primary source of information to consult when looking for HVAC 
replacement 

Table 31. Primary source of information to consult when looking for HVAC replacement by 
customer segments 
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Table 32. Primary source of information to consult when looking for HVAC replacement by 
groups 
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