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It’s hard to believe that it has been 20 years since the traditional regulated 
utility model in the U.S. was disrupted by a wave of major restructuring and 
deregulation.  

Today, there is another disruption in the energy market, but this time, it’s 
coming from consumers with their ubiquitous smart phones and tablets. Due 
to the growing use of mobile devices and the content that is available 
through those devices, consumers can easily monitor bills, usage, and 
prices. With more information, consumers are more demanding, and more 
willing to switch than ever before.  

The Digital Consumer Landscape 
Today’s consumer is better informed than in the past, with unprecedented 
access to information and an increasingly amplified voice through online 
and social media. 58% of adults in the U.S. have a smart phone. 42% have other mobile device such as laptops and 
tabletsi. 74% of online adults use social networking sitesii. All of this technology is even changing the way consumers 
interact with their utility.  For example, when Hurricane Sandy hit the U.S. in 2012, smartphone traffic to utility websites 
increased by 16,000%.iii In addition, in-home technologies, mobile technologies and smart meters are converging to give 
consumers unprecedented insight into and control over how they consume energy. 

It’s no surprise that consumers with a smart meter develop higher expectations of their energy providers. A whopping 87 
percent of consumers report they would expect additional products and services if they had a smart meteriv such as 
personalized advice to help reduce energy bills and early notifications when bills might be higher than normal. Despite all of the 
technology, price is still the bottom line when it comes to energy:  

89% of consumers say that a reduction in their electricity bill is the main reason to switch.  

Yet, 60% say that rate plans that better suit their needs is also a reason for switching.1 

The “digital consumer” is putting increasing pressure on REPs to provide innovative services that attract new customers and 
retain existing ones.  To do this, REPs need a game plan that will differentiate them from the competition and resonate with 
consumers.  

960,000 Texas 
consumers changed 
energy providers. 

74% of online adults use social 
networking sites 
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#1 

 Get back to basics 

Being proactive when trying to attract 

and retain customers is half the battle. 

The other half? Getting into the minds of 

consumers and delivering products and 

services that are important to them. Here 

are four strategies that will give you a 

“whole” opportunity to win new 

customers and keep your existing ones. 

 

Not glamorous, but getting the fundamentals right is critical for any business. It directly impacts loyalty, trust and 
satisfaction, which in today’s digital world translates into online reviews, Facebook posts and Tweets.  

Deliver accurate and timely bills. According to Five Universal Truths about Energy Customers,1 one thing that is 
common for utility customers around the world is that everyone wants lower bills. While this is generally true, the report 
also notes that when customers feel they are getting a good value from their utility and trust its intentions, they are more 
likely to be satisfied. 

So, while it sounds simple enough, you can create trust and 
deliver value with accurate and timely bills. You can also 
make receiving a bill less painful by letting customers 
choose their own due date to possibly align with their pay 
day, or by providing bills that are customized to their needs 
with energy saving tips or usage information.  The quality of 
personalized information and the perceived relationship with 
their utility strongly impact customers’ perception of cost. 

Make sure your pricing is easy-to-understand. While there 
are many ways to communicate pricing information, the 
bottom line is that the content needs to be presented well, so 
that consumers can understand it. They should not feel 
confused or irritated by the information but instead, 
empowered by it. 

Provide explanations on your website and train your customer 
service reps, so they can answer questions about pricing in 
laymen’s terms. Speaking of customer service… 
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Your customer service should also include self-service 
channels such as web, email, and mobile. According to 
Accenture, “self-service now represents a key determinant 
of satisfaction and loyalty” with 67% of consumers who 
use digital channels satisfied with their energy 
provider, compared to just 58% who don’t engage 
online. 

These “low-touch” channels and automated customer 
support cut operational costs, too, and allow your 
operations to be more nimble, more flexible, and better 
suited to the digital consumer. 

Communication is the key to any good relationship. It’s 
not what you say, it’s how you say it, especially when it 
comes to saving money. For example, if your value 
proposition includes savings, focus on the annual 
amount of savings rather than monthly bills. The 
differential is greater and provides more incentive for 
people to switch. Ten dollars a month may not sound like 
much; but $120 a year is worth the time it takes to switch.  

 

Nearly 2/3 of customers avoid 
switching because they don't 
perceive the savings as being big 
enough to take the time to switch, 
or they are not sure how to go 
about switching. Help customers 
overcome these obstacles with better 
communication about the process 
and benefits of switching. 

Deliver the ultimate customer service. You know what 
good customer service looks like, so do what you need 
to in order to make sure your reps are empowered to 
provide customers with information and help them with 
their problems. One Georgia utility allows their reps to 
give disgruntled customers a $25 credit without 
permission from a supervisor. It might not resolve the 
issue, but it does provide customers with a sense that 
their utility cares about their problems.  

 

73% of consumers report 
that having to contact 
customer service multiple 
times for the same reason 
would make them very 
likely to consider switching. 
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Real-time updates for mass outages – Executives from five 
utilities whose distribution systems were affected by 
Hurricane Sandy in 2012 cited social media as a key tool 
during outage restoration efforts. Customers sent more than 
90,000 Tweets to PSE&G. 

 
Public relations and employee communications – Duke 
Energy posted photos and information of its team helping 
restore power after Hurricane Sandy, garnering national 
news coverage and creating a sense of pride for employees. 

 
Social marketing – When ComEd introduced its mobile app, 
it used social media to promote the new tool and encourage 
consumers to download and use the application.  Xcel 
Energy runs a “Social Lab” on its Facebook page where 
customers can post energy-saving tips to be entered into a 
sweepstakes for a small prize. 

 
Everyday information and engagement - National Grid and 
Pepco, have created and posted videos on their YouTube 
channels that help customers understand more about power 
management.  PG&E maintains a blog called Currents, which 
posts local news, community initiatives and energy-saving 
tips. 

In the last few years, social media has matured and it’s now a 
viable tool for marketing, sales and service. It is also a vocal 
and amplified voice that often gets attention from media, 
regulators and other consumers. 

Engaging through social channels is critical and offers a direct 
channel to consumers as well as a valuable source of insight. It 
also offers new and low-cost channels for self-service and 
customer service. 

30% of consumers want 
to use social media for 
two-way interactions with 
their energy provider. 
Another reason for being on social media - The “Millennial 
Factor.” Millennials will make up one-third of the adult 
population and 75% of the workforce by 20251, and you need to 
be where they are. These digital natives love to share (photos, 
videos, information), and any service, including their utility, that 
allows and promotes sharing to collectively benefit their friends, 
family and peers, is highly valued. 

 

How utilities are tapping into social media 

#2 

 Be more social 

If you don’t think that social media plays 

a role in your business, then consider 

this: 67% of energy consumers say 

they have changed their behavior 

based on content they have read on a 

social media site. 
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#3 
Try something new 

Cash savings account for just 38% of a 
customer’s decision to enroll in an energy 
management program while 62% percent is 

about getting more control over energy 

use, environmental responsibility, and 

making energy easy. 

1

For consumers, enrolling in energy saving programs isn’t 
just about saving money. Accenture found that a 
customer’s decision to enroll in a program is more about 
gaining control over energy usage, rather than just 
reducing costs.   

Yet, one size program doesn’t fit the needs of all 
consumers. While some programs are popular and 
satisfying in one demographic, various programs are 
necessary to address the needs across all customer 
segments. The good news is that the more programs a 
customer participates in, the higher their overall 
satisfaction.1 

Rate programs work with residential consumers, too.  
Commercial customers are not the only ones that want 
different rate structures; residential consumers want the 
opportunity to choose their rate, too. However, do not 
overwhelm them with too many choices.  

2

For example, 58% of consumers would select a variable 
rate plan that allowed them to save money based on 
time of use. With this option however, they also expect their 
provider to help them manage bills by receiving notifications 
and advice when rates are at their highest or lowest.1 

In a variation on time-of-use, and in keeping with something 
that consumers are used to as part of their cellular plan, a 
handful of retailers in Texas are offering free energy on 
nights and weekends.  This provides incentive for people to 
run dishwashers, do laundry, and cool down their homes 
during off-peak hours, but consumers on these types of 
plans also pay a premium, up to 50%, for energy used 
during the weekday hours.  

Some utilities are offering highly variable rate plans that 
adjust with the wholesale market index, and others have 
plans specifically aimed at senior citizens offering long-term 
low-maintenance and low prices for electricity. 

 

62% 
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Traditionally, prepaid energy was offered to high-risk 
consumers – those with bad credit, multiple late 
payments, and no money for security deposits. 
That’s not the case anymore. Now, in some markets, 
prepaid energy is offered to any residential 
consumer, and the practice is becoming more 
widespread and successful.  For example, Horizon 
Power in Western Australia, Peninsula Light 
Company, a co-op in Washington, and Hawaiian 
Electric, the largest utility in Hawaii, offer prepay as 
a voluntary option to customers.  In addition, a 
number of retail energy providers in Texas are 
offering prepaid as a choice to their deregulated 
consumers. 

Prepaid is not just for cell phones. Prepaid smartphone 
sales are gaining momentum and represent nearly one-third 
of all smartphones sold in the U.S. If cell phone companies 
can do it, why not energy retailers? 

Round out offerings with loyalty programs. They 
don’t call them “loyalty” programs for nothing; 60% of 
consumers say that ongoing loyalty points, 
programs, or consumer recognition would 
encourage them to stay with current provider.  

When your goal is to get customers to refrain from 
switching, think about ways you can reward them for 
staying. For example, TXU Energy partnered with 
Southwest Airlines so consumers could earn points 
with the airline when they sign up for specific rate 
plans. Others, such as Southern California Edison and 
ComEd, award points for saving energy. These points 
can then be used toward various retail and restaurant 
deals. 

The bottom line is that as smart meters become 
ubiquitous, both REPs and consumers will have 
more control over energy usage, making it more 
feasible to reshape billing and payment options to 
offer meaningful incentive and loyalty programs.  

Loyalty programs and smart meters can 
complement each other. The meters allow for real-
time feedback and action, so for instance, a spike 
due to air-conditioner usage can prompt the 
consumer to adjust the thermostat in order to keep 
the utility bill down and earn reward points. 

Loyalty rewards are a critical element of consumers’ adoption decision when considering an energy management program 
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Mobile capabilities. Don’t ask if, but when and how. 
Mobile and web adoption is shifting channels of interaction 
and enabling new channels for communications. 

67% of consumers are more likely to buy from a mobile-
friendly site 

40% have turned to a competitor’s site after a bad mobile 
experience 

The value of mobility extends beyond standard 
transactions into advanced application development, 
social media connection, remote home energy 
management and proactive notifications. However, it is 
imperative now to provide a mobile-friendly consumer web 
portal and mobile app that allow your customers to 
complete basic self-service transactions. These 
transactions include: 

• Payment options 

• Push notifications and alerts 

• Usage history  

• Rate history 

• Communication history 

Your mobile strategy should also include both inbound and 

2

outbound SMS (text) messaging, allowing consumers to 
easily make payments and check balances using one of 
their favorite communication tools. Text messaging can also 
reduce call volume and improve customer service and 
satisfaction. 

Over time, you can expand your mobile platform to include 
more transactions and content such as loyalty programs, 
games, rewards, and location-based services.  

Expand smart-enabled back-office capabilities. Smart 
grid and smart metering are driving, and will continue to 
drive, significant changes for back-office functions including 
billing, credit and collections, metering, and outage 
notifications. As legacy systems are often rigid and difficult 
to integrate and scale with smart meter technology, you 
must look for flexible solutions that are adaptable and 
scalable. 

Billing, in particular, is evolving to accommodate 
complex rate plans, interval billing cycles, promotional 
campaigns, etc. This increased complexity may require 
enhanced billing capabilities, such as discounting engine 
that allows promotions to be built into products such as 
credits with user-defined intervals or event-driven credits. 

#4 
Use better 
technology 
Today’s digital consumers want 
everything, including their energy, to 
become DIY (do it yourself), and smart 
meter technology is accelerating 
customer expectations about access to 
usage and pricing information. To be 
relevant in today’s environment, REPs 
must embrace consumer behavior and 
preferences. 
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Conclusion 

Today’s market #1 
Get back to basics 

#2 

Be more social 

#3 
Try something new 

#4 
Use better technology 

Turn more customers on 

1

Credit and collections will shift to a more proactive 
approach of identifying and addressing non-pay situations. 
The remote connect/disconnect capabilities enabled 
through smart meter technology is essential, as are the 
tools for notifying customers and the ability to manage the 
changes in credit cycles and deposit requirements. 

 

2

Smart metering has created a ripple effect and accelerated 
the need for REPs to capitalize on mobility and upgrade 
back-office systems. When determining the best approach 
to develop these additional capabilities, the critical factors 
will include how easy the solution is to deploy, how quickly 
you can ramp up, and how fast you can get to market with 
new rates and programs. 

1

It’s clear that in order to be competitive and successful in 
today’s marketplace, REPs must address consumers’ 
desire to get a good deal as well as their penchant for 
mobile devices and real-time access to information.  

You can step up your game, and acquire and keep more 
customers by incorporating solutions that allow you to 
deploy mobile strategies and fully integrate with smart 
meter technologies. 

2

SmartGridCIS provides REPs a single platform to support 
any metering technology, across multiple commodities, for 
both traditional postpaid and prepaid utility billing. The 
system incorporates a comprehensive promotions engine as 
well as the ability to use interval data to create unique rate 
products. In addition, SmartGridCIS offers a customizable 
mobile app and web portal that you can deploy in days 
instead of months. 
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For more information about how SmartGridCIS can help you  
attract and retain customers, contact…. 

SmartGridCIS 
1-866-678-1110 
info@smartgridcis.com 
www.smartgridcis.com 
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