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Abstract: More than 150 municipal utilities (so-called Stadtwerke) were established in Germany
from the beginning of the millennium, bringing the total number of Stadtwerke currently established
within the country to approximately 900. With responsibility for more than half of the supply of
electricity, gas and heat in Germany, these Stadtwerke play a central role in the transformation of the
energy sector, or Energiewende. In addition, due to their local and regional ties, Stadtwerke have
a particular role to play in energy politics, the economy and across society. This article focuses on
the motives behind, and grounds for, the current wave of newly established Stadtwerke. Further,
it discusses the factors that were critical to the successful formation of new Stadtwerke in recent
years. The results of our survey indicate that the establishment of municipal Stadtwerke is a suitable
measure to implement the energy transition at the local level, whereby the concept of public value
has a high level of importance for the local decision-makers. Collaboration and cooperation, as well
as a resilience-oriented strategy, are important success factors for new Stadtwerke.

Keywords: municipal utilities; Stadtwerke; energy transition; public value; performance measure-
ment; performance indicators; resilience; digitalisation

1. Introduction

Mitigating climate change requires a fundamental and rapid transition in the way
electricity is generated. While the global electricity sector with its conventional and climate-
damaging power generation is dominated by large incumbent utility companies, local play-
ers, such as municipal utilities (e.g., German Stadtwerke), community and cooperative
renewable energy (co)producers, are becoming increasingly important [1,2]. As the in-
cumbents have historically been slow to embrace change [3], initiatives are increasingly
taking place at the local level with the intention of accelerating the needed energy tran-
sition to mitigate climate change [4]. While the orientation of established players in the
field of electricity generation is characterised by large and centralised technologies and
trading structures, challengers focus on decentralised technologies and applications in
their business strategies [3,5]. Energy companies that want to be successful in the long
term must develop strategies to extend the value chain [6]. In Germany, an increasingly
competitive market environment has emerged since the liberalisation of the electricity
markets. For incumbents, adapting quickly to the associated challenges involves significant
changes [7]. The European Commission’s clean energy package [8] will further accelerate
changes in the electricity market. Technical developments in decentralised renewables,
sector coupling, storage technologies, electric mobility and heat pumps offer opportuni-
ties, especially for smaller players, to actively participate in the energy value chain [6,7].
Smart meters, energy management systems and new possibilities for communication and
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control technologies, which can also integrate small plants into energy markets, are the
main contributors to this [6,7,9]. This means that energy companies must offer their cus-
tomers energy services that lead to energy savings and the expansion of renewable energies.
Many energy companies find it difficult to align their corporate strategies with these new
challenges [6].

The traditional privilege enjoyed by incumbent electricity producers is challenged
by new niche actors promoting energy transition from a decentralised level [2,3,5]. In this
context, political struggles between competing interests are increasing. If the public sector
wants to become economically active itself, this has to be justified very carefully. In Ger-
many, public energy companies were founded primarily at the municipal level because
municipal decision-makers wanted to have more influence on the energy industry [10].
It must be ensured at an early stage that the new activity does not lead to an excessive
financial burden on public budgets. However, the nature of the changing political discourse
and the consequences for political systems and their outcomes (e.g., more democratic policy
processes, action on energy efficiency and climate protection) are poorly understood.

The establishment of municipal utilities has attracted a lot of attention for several
years, not just in Germany [11,12]. A growing number of local governments, politicians
and councillors have begun to view their appraisal of municipally controlled and operated
utilities as a move towards generating benefits from municipal utilities. They came to
realise that energy systems play an important role in the socioeconomic development
of their respective communities [13]. In a bid to regain local responsibility for security
of supply, many political initiatives have been undertaken in recent years to lead utility
companies back into public ownership. The result is a renaissance of municipal utility
companies and the municipal economy in Germany [10,14]. One hundred and fifty-two
new local Stadtwerke were established in Germany within just eleven years between early
2005 and late 2016 [15,16]. The structure of the shareholders was usually designed in such
a way that the municipality had a large influence on the company (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. New municipal utilities in Germany and their ownership structure.

Municipal utilities are public companies that are majority-owned by one or more
municipalities. They perform technical services and utilities, especially in the area of
basic and general public services, with energy and water as part of their public mandate.
In German-speaking countries, they are called Stadtwerke. In context with the growing im-
portance of the energy transition and a worldwide trend towards re-municipalisation [11],
the term “Stadtwerke” is also increasingly finding its way into other languages. Inspired
by the experience of the German Stadtwerke and with European funding from the ELENA
programme, Bristol designed an ambitious strategy to take back control of energy at the
city level. In this context, it used the German term “Stadtwerke“ [17]. This strategy led
to the setting up of a municipal energy company, Bristol Energy, in 2016. In Japan, an as-
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sociation was even founded, which is called “Japan Stadtwerke Network“. A number of
decentralised companies have organised themselves in these, all of which have a special
relationship to the municipalities and in which cities often also have a stake [12]. Since the
beginning of the millennium, the phenomenon of “(re)municipalisation“ marks a global
trend for cities to take (sometimes formerly privatised) assets, infrastructure and services
(back) into public ownership [14,18–20]. While in France and Latin America municipal
involvement is particularly common in the water sector, Germany and the USA are focused
on the energy sector [10,11,15,18,21–24]. After the Fukushima Daiichi nuclear disaster,
there are increasing examples of municipal involvement in the establishment of energy
utilities even in Japan [11,25,26]. In the UK, the motherland of privatisation, there are nu-
merous local initiatives to set up energy companies. The University of Edinburgh prepared
a first systematic survey of initiatives on “Local Authority Engagement in UK Energy
Systems”. According to this study, there was an increasing number of municipalities in the
UK setting up municipal energy companies, which faced the political question of whether
and how to start up a business [27]. In this context, the German Stadtwerke-model is per-
ceived internationally as a role model for a community-based company that attains public
value likewise with its tasks beyond commercial interests. The concept of public value has
become increasingly widespread in different municipal fields and can be understood as
a complementary partner of the shareholder value, driven by public interest. The public
value illustrates the multidimensional objectives of municipal companies and the resulting
benefits for the public good [28].

Questions in relation to the actions required to ensure success in the founding of a
new business have already been discussed extensively and in detail in other studies over
an extended period. However, the examination of the founding of a new Stadtwerke,
in particular, has become an increased area of focus in recent years [23,29–31]. The typical
characteristics of Stadtwerke, defined, in particular, through their economic and societal
responsibilities, result in a different set of success factors than a “standard” new business.
Consequently, a review of the success factors specific to Stadtwerke in the energy industry
is warranted. On this basis, the authors of this paper conducted a research-based study with
eleven newly founded Stadtwerke in Germany to determine these relevant success factors.

In recent years, there have been many research-based discussions in relation to
Stadtwerke [32–35]. The underlying objective of these discussions is the rising number
of newly established Stadtwerke. These utilities were and are being established by local
councils as a vehicle for the re-municipalisation of energy supply with the aim of achieving
the following goals [36]:

1. Democratisation of energy supply with a stronger focus on public value than tradi-
tional energy companies;

2. Achievement of environmental goals and implementation of the Energiewende at a
local level;

3. Establishment and/or improvement in the local supply chain and the support of local
market partners;

4. Increased awareness among the local community of the requirement for social respon-
sibility in the provision of energy;

This list of goals highlights the difference in areas of strategic focus for Stadtwerke in
comparison to other businesses. In particular, the focus of Stadtwerke tends to be wider
than that of non-Stadtwerke entities. This is an element that needs to be considered in
any discussion of success factors for Stadtwerke, as the answer to the question “what is
success?” is often different compared to other entity types.

2. Integration of our Study into the Theoretical Discourse

Our explorative study, which by its nature was based on only a few cases of newly
founded municipal utilities, was conducted against the background of theoretical discourse.
First, the theoretical basis for the relevance of municipal utilities with regard to polycentric
governance is considered and building on this, the theoretical basis with regard to the
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relevance of public value for municipal utilities is presented. In addition, a short excursion
into the current discussion on key performance indicators (KPIs) is given.

2.1. Theoretical Basis for the Relevance of Stadtwerke with Regard to Polycentric Governance

Although the goals of Germany’s energy transition are widely accepted, the specific
route to get there is itself a matter of great controversy [37]. However, there is broad
agreement that the local level must play an active role if the energy transition is to be a
success. To implement the energy system transformation, municipal utilities are important
cornerstones of polycentric governance in the multilevel political system. For a climate-
protection motivated energy supply, it is obvious that the vast majority of measures here
affect areas of competence of cities and municipalities. To focus on the local levels of
government is important because this is where the implementation of national climate
change policies and programs must occur [38].

It follows from this that energy system transformation cannot be left exclusively to the
upstream levels of municipalities. The reason for this is that the municipalities, with their
land-use planning and urban development statutes, provide the planning framework for
the expansion of renewable energies on-site. The planning sovereignty of the municipalities
also plays a major role in shaping the possible uses of decentralised combined heat and
power plants within the framework of local grids for local and district heating. In addition,
the potential for improving energy efficiency on the application side can primarily be
tapped at the local level.

Polycentric governance for implementing the energy system transformation is char-
acterised by principles for the efficient design of local institutions that can be applied by
informed and committed citizens and authorities [39,40]. Self-organisation is an important
advantage here, even if it is practically absent from classical economic theory [40]. Polycen-
tric governance thus recognises the creative potential of non-governmental organisations,
voluntary initiatives and organisations far beyond the market, provides more incentives
and supports their commitment as a necessary and beneficial component of the overall
process of energy transition [41,42]. This is shown by numerous experiences and practical
examples, such as regional energy networks, bioenergy villages, 100% renewable energy
communities, newly founded energy cooperatives, renewable energy plants with citizen
financing, etc., which have significantly pushed the accelerated expansion of renewable
energies in Germany.

Most energy transition projects are largely dependent on the competencies, respon-
sibilities and opportunities of cities and municipalities. In the context of polycentric
governance, municipal utilities are important actors for successful implementation and are
suitable cooperation partners for citizen energy projects, energy cooperatives, voluntary
initiatives and private energy projects with voluntary organisations [42]. This is possible
because Stadtwerke have the necessary proximity to the citizens. They know the important
local market partners, have a pronounced problem-solving competence and can, therefore,
integrate the different creative potential in a municipality particularly well. This is a major
difference compared to other energy companies.

2.2. Theoretical Basis of the Relevance of Public Value for Stadtwerke

The aim of a public value approach is to develop “a structure of practical reasoning for
the orientation of managers of municipal utilities” [43]. The central criteria for the success
of a publicly owned entity are twofold:

1. The achievement of a financially profitable business; and
2. The best possible fulfilment of a wider public purpose through the provision of

public value.

The balance between the community and the elected officials who control the Stadtwerk
is particularly important in this context. Looking specifically at the public value aspect of a
Stadtwerk, we proposed a division into three main categories:
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1. There is a benefit for members of society arising from the provision of new and
improved services;

2. There is a benefit to the wider community as a shareholder of a Stadtwerk whose
services go beyond the supply of energy; and

3. There is an economic benefit for the wider region, which additionally provides impor-
tant legitimacy for the community as a player in a competitive market.

In detail, there are numerous advantages that can be attributed to these three categories.
The following graphic provides an overview in Figure 2.
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As the public value of a Stadtwerk is considered a critical performance measure, it is
important to investigate how the concept of public value can be measured and how it
should be prioritised in comparison to other, more traditional performance measures.

2.3. Theoretical basis of Key Performance Indicators

The term KPI (Key Performance Indicator) refers to a company’s key business indi-
cators that are intended to reflect its performance. In this way, both the achievement of
operational and strategic goals of a company can be checked. By doing this, the progress of
projects, departments or even the entire company can be evaluated and controlled.

Depending on the focus of the observations, different types of KPIs can be used.
Therefore, so-called E-KPIs (energy-related-KPI) can be a tool to monitor the energy man-
agement of a company or a municipal utility. Indicators like that can help to identify the
weaknesses in the field of energy management and reveal possibilities to boost efficiency
and effectiveness of energy consumption. Therefore, it is necessary to identify the relevant
KPIs for the considered target, depending on the purpose of the investigation [45]. With the
given objective of the energy transformation KPIs and especially energy-related-KPIs can
be a supportive tool to reach those targets.

The central aims of E-KPIs are [46]:

1. Identification of energy drivers;
2. Transparent energy consumption
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fulfilment. In addition, measuring the importance of KPIs aims to reduce a potential bias
and weight differences in applying the surveyed set of KPIs. This approach allows the
application of indicators not only based on metric figures, such as earnings before interest
and taxes (EBIT) or number of customers. More complex constructs, such as public value,
reflecting performance can be captured and operationalised.

Our survey was conducted by means of an online survey. For this purpose, details
of all 152 newly founded municipal utilities were first collected in an internet search.
Only those companies that were also operationally active were to be surveyed. This did
not apply to 30 companies, which were companies without staff. In these Stadtwerke,
the operational activity was transferred to another company. It turned out that in such
cases, the acquired electricity grid was often leased directly back to the former grid opera-
tor. All 122 operating companies were contacted several times and asked to participate.
Eleven managing directors of newly founded municipal utilities finally took part in the
survey. The participation rate of about 9% is in a typical range. We would have liked to
have seen higher participation, but even repeated approaches did not lead to an increase in
the rate.

The survey was structured as follows: After general information (e.g., location,
year of foundation, number of employees, product portfolio, share of renewable ener-
gies), the newly founded municipal utilities were asked about various topics. In several
parts, a total of 34 questions were asked about the strategic fields of action in terms of
cooperation, resilience, digitalisation and social responsibility. The topics of resilience and
digitalisation included questions on general aspects, but also on specific aspects that were
categorised according to sales, generation, and grid operation. This categorisation was not
necessary for the topics of cooperation and social responsibility. The questions contained
statements about the energy sector in relation to the respective strategic field of action.
The participants were asked to rate these statements on a 7-point Likert scale according to
the degree of their agreement. The last section of the survey dealt with the performance
measurement of the respective municipal utility. In a first step, the participants were asked
to rate different economic measures of success—EBIT, public value, cost to serve, number of
customers and sales growth—in terms of their importance for the internal determination of
economic success. Following the same procedure, the managing directors were asked about
the objectives of re-municipalisation, which were also evaluated in terms of importance and
satisfaction. The focus of the objectives of re-municipalisation lies according to previous
studies [10] in the implementation of the energy transition, the improvement in local value
creation, the assumption of social responsibility in energy supply and the realisation of
customer proximity and synergies with other (municipal) areas. Consequently, our survey
asked about these aspects.

The utilised methodology essentially followed the approach of Dietz and later An-
nacker in relation to the study of success factors [47,48]. Possible areas of activity within
different Stadtwerke were examined with the aim of assessing their influence on the success
of an entity. The approach taken was designed to show the interrelationship between a
particular action (e.g., Commitment to cooperation with a third party) and the success of
the Stadtwerke.

The spheres of activity were assessed against a set of unique questions. The focus of
these questions was the extent to which different possible courses of action were perceived
by the Stadtwerke. The acceptance or rejection of these courses of action was placed on a
7-point Likert-Scale developed by Matell/Jacoby 1971 [49].

Through the assessment of newly established Stadtwerke, it was identified that the
target goals could arise not only from economic aspects but also from a focus on public
values (as described above). In this context, a selection of goals other than economic goals
(namely goals in relation to re-municipalisation) was noted. On these grounds, questions
concerning the following two goal types were asked:
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1. Economic Goals:

• EBIT
• Number of customers;
• Revenue growth;
• Cost to Serve;
• Public Value.

2. Goals in relation to re-municipalisation

• Environmental goals and the localised implementation of the energy transformation;
• Improvement in the local supply chain and stronger business relationships with

local business partners;
• Recognition of social responsibility in the provision of energy services;
• Realisation of a closer relationship with customers and the local community;
• Realisation of synergies with other local businesses.

The assessment of the importance of these success factors was oriented towards
a method of subjective performance measurement. The origin of this method lies in
strategic business field research. The technique takes into account that companies or
parts of companies are not arbitrarily comparable, nor do they have a clearly definable
diversity relative to each other. Therefore, it cannot be assumed that KPIs, such as EBIT or
customer numbers, will be interpreted with equal meaning (or equal importance) across
different businesses.

It should additionally be noted that the concept of “success” is a complex construct
that cannot be assessed through a single metric but is determined on the basis of a number
of factors [50,51]. If one accepts the argument that Stadtwerke have a diverse nature in
terms of size, turnover, number of customers, strategic orientation, etc., then it can be
inferred that the same prerequisites exist as those designed to be assessed in the field of
strategic business field research.

The method of subjective performance development was developed and published
in a study by Gupta and Govindarajan in 1984 [52] and has already been successfully
applied in the area of company formation [53–55]. As part of our study, the management
of Stadtwerke was asked to assess, on a 7-point Likert Scale, how important particular
success metrics were in the decision-making processes of the business. The satisfaction
of business performance against these metrics was also asked for in our study, but this
was not pursued further when assessing the outcomes of the thesis as tangible, success-
relevant interdependencies on the basis of statistically significant results are not the focus
of the method. This could, however, form the cornerstone of future research with clearly
defined hypotheses and concrete analysis methods based on the explorative research
undertaken here.

4. Results of Subjective Performance Measurement

The use of a subjective approach to performance measurement in our survey allowed
for the utilisation of a well-established methodology for examining the investigation of
start-up entities in other industries. Further, the approach allowed for an assessment of
both traditional key performance indicators and additional determining factors in the
measurement of business success.

The measurement of success can be seen to consist of two factors: economic success
and additional success measures derived from the broader goals of the Stadtwerke. In this
context, the results of our survey both confirmed the findings of previous studies [34,56]
while also indicating that these results alone were insufficient for measuring the success of
a Stadtwerke. This is due to the fact that, upon the establishment of a Stadtwerk, traditional
performance indicators are only one component of the strategic goals of the entity.
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In relation to economic performance indicators, the results of our survey indicated
that customer numbers and revenue growth were considered by Stadtwerke as of equal
importance to EBIT. This result is somewhat to be expected, as the growth in customer
numbers (and the increase in revenue as a consequence of this customer growth) is a critical
economic success factor.

Cost-to-Serve was, however, seen as playing a secondary role in comparison to cus-
tomer numbers and revenue growth. This is perhaps unsurprising when one considers
that for newly founded Stadtwerke, operational processes need to be first established and
stabilised before being optimised for cost efficiencies at a later stage.

In addition to economic performance indicators, our survey also assessed the signifi-
cance of public value. Although the concept of public value has no agreed definition and
is, therefore, perceived (and measured) differently by different businesses, all Stadtwerke
surveyed attached a similar level of importance in achieving public value indicators. This is
somewhat surprising given that public value is rarely discussed and/or measured in an-
nual or business reports. In addition, an assessment of public value in comparison to
other market competitors is difficult due to the lack of a market-wide definition for the
term. It should be noted, however, that individual elements that may form part of a
wider definition of public value, such as impacts on local employment and use of a lo-
calised supply chain, can be measured as performance indicators and benchmarked against
other Stadtwerke. An example of such an approach is the value creation report published
by Stadtwerke Erkrath [57]. The results of the assessment are illustrated in Table 1 and
Figure 4.

Table 1. Assessment of importance of and satisfaction with performance indicators.
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No Answer 0 0 1 0 0 0 1 1 0 1

7. Extremely important 4 1 0 1 2 2 0 1 0 0

6. Very important 1 0 1 6 3 0 1 0 3 3

5. Moderately important 2 5 1 1 2 2 2 2 4 1

4. Neutral 2 1 2 1 3 4 2 2 0 1

3. Slightly important 1 0 2 2 1 1 1 3 3 5

2. Low importance 0 3 3 0 0 0 3 1 0 0

1. Not at all important 1 1 1 0 0 2 1 1 1 0

Sum 11 11 11 11 11 11 11 11 11 11

Variance Based on the
Sample (VAR.S) 4 3 3 2 2 4 3 4 3 3
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Figure 4. Assessment of the importance of strategic goals and performance indicators in the context of the establishment of
a Stadtwerke.

Our survey results are presented in absolute values in the table above (Table 1). Overall,
the variances in the answers were quite high (mostly 3 or 4). One reason for this could
be that the companies were in different phases of economic success after their founding.
The following chart shows the respective average values achieved for all performance
indicators. Through the assessment of performance indicators and strategic goals, it is
clear that the perceived importance of an indicator was often assessed higher than satisfac-
tion with current performance against the indicator (see Figure 4). In addition, Figure 4
shows that strategic goals were considered more important than performance indicators.
The strategic goals were shown to have the following prioritisation:

1. Realisation of a strong connection with customers and citizens;
2. Ecological goals and localised implementation of the energy transformation

(Energiewende);
3. Improvement in the local economy and a stronger connection with local market

partners;
4. Realisation of synergies with local industry;
5. Increased awareness of social responsibility in the context of energy supply.

Given that the strategic goals and performance indicators of a newly formed Stadtwerk
were clearly established above, it should now be considered which actions may be under-
taken to improve the likelihood of success as assessed against these goals and indicators.

5. Discussion: Determination of Effective Actions

Four elements were assessed through the survey to determine their relevance:
Cooperation, Resilience, Digitalisation and Social Responsibility.

The results suggest that cooperation and collaboration were perceived as success
factors for newly founded Stadtwerke. For example, strategic partnerships can assist in
reducing problems with the development and organisation of the new business, while the
awarding of contracts to local partners allows for the quick realisation of synergies with
local industry and improvement in the local economy.

The development of a mission statement for the business before the commencement
of operational activity can build the resilience of the new Stadtwerk [44]. The mission
statement allows for a clear understanding within the business of the purpose of the entity
and provides a cornerstone with which to anchor future strategy and business development.
It is also notable that newly founded Stadtwerke were often opting for a business strategy
based on delivery of high-quality products and services rather than a strategy based on
beating the price of its competitors.

Further, our results indicated that Stadtwerke value the capacity to insulate themselves
from and be resilient in the face of external market forces. Well over half of the survey
participants were implementing a diversified product and service portfolio. In addition,
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three-quarters were continually investing in the development of new, or in the expansion
of existing, renewable generation capacity, aiming to reduce the risks (e.g., price risks or
availability risks) of being dependent on external sources for energy supply.

The following figure (Figure 5) presents a summary of our findings.

Energies 2021, 14, x FOR PEER REVIEW 11 of 16 
 

 

Given that the strategic goals and performance indicators of a newly formed 
Stadtwerk were clearly established above, it should now be considered which actions 
may be undertaken to improve the likelihood of success as assessed against these goals 
and indicators. 

5. Discussion: Determination of Effective Actions 
Four elements were assessed through the survey to determine their relevance: Co-

operation, Resilience, Digitalisation and Social Responsibility. 
The results suggest that cooperation and collaboration were perceived as success 

factors for newly founded Stadtwerke. For example, strategic partnerships can assist in 
reducing problems with the development and organisation of the new business, while 
the awarding of contracts to local partners allows for the quick realisation of synergies 
with local industry and improvement in the local economy. 

The development of a mission statement for the business before the commencement 
of operational activity can build the resilience of the new Stadtwerk [44]. The mission 
statement allows for a clear understanding within the business of the purpose of the en-
tity and provides a cornerstone with which to anchor future strategy and business de-
velopment. It is also notable that newly founded Stadtwerke were often opting for a 
business strategy based on delivery of high-quality products and services rather than a 
strategy based on beating the price of its competitors. 

Further, our results indicated that Stadtwerke value the capacity to insulate them-
selves from and be resilient in the face of external market forces. Well over half of the 
survey participants were implementing a diversified product and service portfolio. In 
addition, three-quarters were continually investing in the development of new, or in the 
expansion of existing, renewable generation capacity, aiming to reduce the risks (e.g., 
price risks or availability risks) of being dependent on external sources for energy supply. 

The following figure (Figure 5) presents a summary of our findings.  

 
Figure 5. Effective approaches and actions for newly-founded Stadtwerke.  

The results of our survey suggested that digitalisation was perceived to have a rela-
tively low level of importance. This is in part due to the fact that new Stadtwerke were 

Coopera on Resilience Digitalisa on  Social Responsibility 
• Coopera ons and 
collabora on as a central 
business strategy 

• Local coopera on and 
strategic partnerships  

• Focus on coopera on 
communi es with less than 
25,000 inhabitants 

• Partnerships with 
neighbouring Stadtwerke 

• Safeguarding a robust, stable 
and reliable energy supply 
delivery 

• Diversifica on beyond nuclear 
and fossil fuel resources 

• Focus on renewable energy  
• Focus on high quality products 
and services 

• High levels of innova on in 
rela on to local energy supply 

• Modern distribu on network 
opera on for electricity, gas 
and/or hea ng 

• Reduc on of dependency on 
energy imports 

• Installa on of smart meters and 
smart grids  

• Implementa on of gateways as 
an open communica on 
pla orm 

• Digitalisa on of customer 
communica on and interac on 

• Installa on and integra on of 
digital products and services 

• Development of Blockchain 
solu ons and peer-to-peer 
business models 

• Acceptance of social and 
community responsibili es - 
Corporate Social Responsibility 
(CSR) 

• Orienta on towards Public 
Value 

• Family-friendly workplaces 
• Cross-subsidisa on of public 
transport, public facili es, etc. 

• High-value appren ceships and 
further educa on opportuni es 

• Support for social and cultural 
projects 

Key ac vi es for a newly-established Stadtwerk 

Hypothesis: 
The use of a coopera ve and 
collabora ve approach in the 
early phases of the crea on 
of a new Stadtwerk can have 
a long-term posi ve benefit 
on the economic success of 
the business. 

Hypothesis: 
Iden fying resilience, 
sustainability and the 
environment as central values 
of the Stadtwerk, and as key 
elements of the mission 
statement, supports the 
achievement of the strategic 
goals. 
 
 
 

Hypothesis: 
Offering smart meters and 
digital solu ons can lead to 
longer term business 
development and 
diversifika on. 

Hypothesis: 
An increased awareness of 
social responsibility can have a 
posi ve effect on overall 
business success. 

Figure 5. Effective approaches and actions for newly-founded Stadtwerke.

The results of our survey suggested that digitalisation was perceived to have a rela-
tively low level of importance. This is in part due to the fact that new Stadtwerke were
often not active in all elements of the energy supply chain. For example, a smart-grid
strategy is not important for a Stadtwerk that is not a grid operator.

Increased awareness of social responsibility in energy production and delivery is
considered to play an important role in the success of a well-established Stadtwerke. This is
reflected through the support of local events and community activities, the establishment of
family-friendly workplace environments and the provision of high-quality apprenticeship
and further education opportunities (see Figure 4). However, the implementation of
such approaches by new Stadtwerke cannot be seen through the results of our survey.
The reason for this is that achieving high levels of social responsibility requires a certain
level of economic success, which does not yet exist for newly founded Stadtwerke.

The corona pandemic, which paralysed many areas of the economy, reveals the vul-
nerability and fragility of our civil society. The politically resolved lockdown with the
closure of shops, schools and universities also gives people time to question previous
developments. Many economists and political scientists see this as an opportunity for
a fundamental rethink in society, politics, and business. This particularly applies to the
entrepreneurial orientation of many commercial enterprises. Such voices were already
audible before the corona crisis. Christian Felber et al. (2019), for example, complained
that traditional corporate reporting does not sufficiently meet stakeholders’ information
needs [58]. Accordingly, the classic key indicators of corporate reporting are neither suffi-
cient for assessing a company’s past performance nor forecasting its future performance.

We also note that the significance of conventional turnover and profit ratios is limited.
Especially in the case of municipal enterprises, the question arises whether a company
serves the common good of a community, and this cannot be measured by conventional
ratios alone. In our opinion, the importance of public welfare-oriented goals in the economy
has become particularly clear in the wake of the corona pandemic. Moreover, an economy
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that focuses exclusively on growth and maximum profit has long since exceeded the
limits of ecological sustainability. The threat of climate change, the extinction of species,
the clearing of tropical rainforests and excessive mobility demands make it necessary to
rethink the economy. Public companies can play an important pioneering role in this
process. Our analysis showed that this is possible and purposeful. Existing concepts,
such as that of the Economy for the Common Good (ECG), prove the practical benefit
of a broader view of the economic efficiency of companies. The ECG aims to benefit
all stakeholders in an organisation—employees, suppliers, customers, business partners,
the local community and society at large. It does so with a Common Good Balance Sheet,
which measures the impact the organisation has on these stakeholders.

6. Conclusions

The results of our survey indicate the following in the context of newly founded
Stadtwerke:

1. The establishment of new Stadtwerke shows that many local politicians have recog-
nised the positive potential of proactively implementing the Energiewende at a local
level and that the establishment of a Stadtwerke is a key element in this implementa-
tion process.

2. The concept of public value is seen as having a high level of importance. Public value
is generally considered to include the increased benefit for citizens and the delivery
of increased value for the community and the wider regional economy.

3. Collaboration and cooperation with local and regional businesses is an important
success factor for the establishment of a new Stadtwerke.

4. Resilience in the face of external market factors is seen as critical for newly established
Stadtwerke. A well-thought-out mission statement, business strategies for intended
products and services, as well as the development of energy provision capabilities are
some of the factors required to build the necessary resilience within the new business.

The applied methodology of measuring the performance based on subjective evalua-
tion fits the inhomogeneous characteristic of Stadtwerke. To analyse the external validity of
the results more deeply, further stakeholders of the municipal utility can be taken into ac-
count, e.g., the supervisory board. In many cases, the mayor will also be the chairman of the
supervisory board, who will assess the company from a different perspective. This may lead
to the effect that, e.g., public value is higher ranked than strongly economicly driven KPIs,
such as EBIT. In any case, this issue may be subject to further research activities. It would,
therefore, be beneficial to expand the approach undertaken in this study to allow for a wider
review of the interests of different stakeholders. This would provide a multidimensional
approach to the measurement of the success of a newly founded Stadtwerke.

Our analysis showed that future evaluations of companies should increasingly focus
on success factors based on the common good. According to Felber, public value aspects,
common good goals and solidarity-based models of economic activity are suitable models
for enabling important transformative impulses for the economy and society in the fu-
ture [58,59]. In summary, we come to the following conclusion: municipal utilities oriented
towards the common good and aiming for a climate-friendly and sustainable energy supply
can also serve as role models for other sectors of the economy in the future. The applied
method of subjective performance measurement is suitable for measuring conventional
and common good-oriented success factors. This also applies to the method of subjective
performance measurement, which focuses on the common good. Our exploratory study
proved that more in-depth analyses are needed to measure the success factors of munici-
pal utilities. In addition to the traditional KPIs, the aspects of the common good should
be more strongly integrated into the political and economic evaluation of success for all
companies. This would give the managing directors the opportunity to prove that their
company serves society and not vice versa.
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