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The World is Getting Smarter 
Smart technology is becoming more and more a part of 
everyday life. In recent years, voice recognition software 
and Artificial Intelligence (AI) have improved significantly, 
leading to a burst of new products. As big brands like 
Amazon, Google, and Facebook get involved and start 
rolling out their own innovations, consumers become 
more likely to adopt them. And as adoption increases, 
consumers’ desire for more personalized service and 
smart technology increases as well.

Artificial Intelligence
Artificial intelligence and personal assistants have come 
a long way since Apple’s Siri was first introduced in 2011. 
The most notable breakout star is Amazon’s Alexa,  
which is operated by voice commands and can operate  
a growing number of “skills.” Amazon also revealed at the 
2017 Consumer Electronics Show that it has partnered 
with companies such as Ford and LG to integrate Alexa  
in a slew of upcoming home appliances, cars, phones,  
and more.1

Although Amazon seems to be currently leading in  
the AI market, there are plenty of other contenders 
contributing to the trend. Google Home is a personal 
assistant that is currently the biggest competitor to  
Alexa, and the coming race between these two giants 
will only serve to speed up the rate of AI innovation. 
Not to be left out, Apple’s Siri and Microsoft’s Cortana 
are continuing to improve, and Samsung has recently 
purchased the AI system Viv.2

As AI assistants become more prevalent in homes and 
more integrated in other appliances, consumers will 
begin to expect to use these devices to interact with their 
utilities, too. Customers currently receive communications 
from their utilities through channels such as phone, 
text, and email, but what about being able to simply 
ask an AI device questions about their account instead? 
This technology isn’t as far off as you would think. At 
KUBRA’s recent iHack event, engineers were able to build 
a program to successfully ask Alexa what their prepaid 
account balance was and were even able to report a 
streetlight outage. As this technology grows, providing 
these alternative communication preferences allows 
customers to engage more fully in their channel of choice.

Smart Homes
Not only is the intelligent assistant on the rise, but so are 
the smart devices that can integrate with it. Home devices 
such as lights, security systems, smoke detectors, shades, 
and thermostats are all becoming smarter. These devices 
can be controlled from afar via cell phone, by voice with 
AI, and through physical touch. Consumers now have the 
ability to control almost every aspect of their home in 
a more convenient manner, and can even control these 
devices (all from different makers) through a single AI 
device such as Google Home or Amazon Echo. 

Given that these devices reside in the home and often 
affect power consumption, this is a natural fit for utility 
companies. We could soon be seeing these devices show 
consumers how much money they would save if they 
turned off the lights or turned down the thermostat. 
If these smart home devices are integrated with utility 
companies, consumers could potentially even see a 
display on the devices themselves with an estimated time 
for power restoration, or a countdown of how much is left 
on their pre-paid account.

Social Media Automated Direct Messaging
To no one’s surprise, social media is still on the rise, 
and Facebook remains on top.  Nearly 79% of all online 
Americans are using Facebook, and of that group, 76% 
are checking the site daily.3 With social media becoming 
so popular, it has also become a channel in which people 
communicate with friends, family, and even companies.  

Looking toward the future, KUBRA predicts the increased 
use of automated Facebook direct messages to inform 
customers about outages, status of bill payments, etc., 
just like the text messaging platform currently does.  
By providing this additional outlet for customers to self-
serve, utilities will be able to cut down on call center time 
and customer frustration.Image from Amazon.com

In the past year, we have seen technology growing and evolving, and many innovations that at first sounded 
like a far-off dream are quickly approaching mainstream adoption. When the tech sector surges forward, 
it pulls all other industries along with it. As consumers begin adopting different technologies and adapting 
their routines and expectations accordingly, it’s important for utilities to adapt as well. If taken advantage of, 
these unfolding trends hold great opportunities to increase customer satisfaction, engagement, and more.
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Sustainability and the Rise of 
Electric Power are Becoming 
a Priority 
The U.S. is currently seeing a distributed energy 
proliferation that shows no signs of slowing down.  
It brings a change in the grid with it, as new energy 
storage options, load reductions, and sustainable tech 
become more available to the public. Plus, the more 
sustainable our energy grid becomes, the lower our 
carbon footprint.

It is perhaps because of this sustainable aspect that the 
trend of distributed energy is being largely supported by 
Millennials and Gen Z. According to JD Power, Millennials 
are more likely to adopt utility programs designed to 
decrease their energy usage and support renewable 
energy sources, and are even more likely to use social 
media to compare energy usage with others.4 

The perfect storm of electric technology becoming more 
publicly accessible and sustainability-minded individuals 
becoming more prevalent in society is set to push us into 
a future with a completely re-imagined grid.

Energy Trading and Storing
The emergence of additional sources of energy creates a 
unique opportunity for energy trading. When consumers 
have excess energy, such as from electric cars, they could 
potentially sell the excess power back to their utility. In 
fact, one power company has already put this idea into 
practice. Power company Enel has teamed up with Nissan 
to develop a Vehicle-to-Grid system, where drivers can 
use the car as an individual energy hub and return unused 
energy to the grid. Users also have the ability to charge 
their car during off-peak times, and then use the stored 
energy when electricity costs are higher.5  

In addition to trading unused energy from electric 
vehicles, there is also the rising potential of storing energy 
elsewhere. The announcement of the Tesla Home Battery 
has the potential to completely revolutionize the energy 
industry. The battery promises to allow users to charge 
using electricity generated from solar panels or from the 
grid when rates are low, and then power the home in the 
evening when rates are high.6

Not only does the emergence of this new infrastructure 
potentially allow a new usage of the energy grid between 
utilities and consumers, but it also creates the potential 
for Peer-to-Peer trading.7 Getting in front of this trend 
now can help ensure a smoother transition for when it 
becomes a necessity instead of an innovation.

Electric Vehicles
Electric vehicles are steadily gaining ground in the U.S. 
and even have the support of the U.S. Government 
through the “EV Everywhere Challenge” announced by 
President Obama in 2012.8 As this market continues to 
grow, it presents unique challenges and opportunities for 
utilities. It raises questions such as, “What happens during  
a power outage when customers can’t charge their cars?” 
or, “What happens if everyone wants to charge at the  
same time?”

If these challenges related to charging aren’t monitored 
or regulated, they could pose a serious risk to the 
power grid, which is why it’s important for companies to 
begin looking at the issue now. One solution that could 
be expanded upon is the energy storage mentioned 
previously, where consumers themselves help relieve 
stress on the grid by charging at off-peak times, or  
by charging with a renewable resource such as solar.  
As electric cars increase in popularity, it’s important to 
continue to introduce new programs and solutions to 
accommodate them.

“What happens during a power outage 
when customers can’t charge their cars?”
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Mobile Apps Permeate Every 
Aspect of Life
Mobile app adoption has been growing every year, and 
this year is no exception. In fact, mobile apps are quickly 
approaching 60% of total time spent using digital devices. 
Not only are Millennials using apps, but those aged 55-64  
are increasing their app usage more than any other age 
group, with an increase of 37% in 2016. Consumers who 
use mobile apps are also highly loyal, as mobile app 
visitors spend 20 times more time online than mobile  
web visitors.9

Popular Apps Make Everyday Tasks Easier
It’s important to note that some of the fastest growing 
apps include Uber, Lyft, Waze, Fitbit, and Tinder. These 
apps all have something in common: they improve real-
world behaviors that consumers are already performing 
day-to-day. Uber and Lyft make calling a ride easier, 
Tinder makes dating easier, etc.9 This is an encouraging 
stat for the utility industry, as this is exactly what utility 
native mobile apps do. With apps, utilities can make it 
easier for their customers to pay bills, report outages,  
and view their account, which are activities customers  
are already doing in a different channel or format.

Native App Functionality Provides  
Unique Benefits
Native apps allow customers to access their data more 
easily, and the device-specific design allows for a more 
streamlined look, improved user interface, and greater 
GPS resolution. Apps also allow the utility to take 
advantage of smartphone technology, such as access 
to GPS, camera, click-to-call buttons, and push alert 
capabilities. All of these features bundled together create 
an easier, more fulfilling experience for the customer, and 
can increase customer satisfaction, on-time bill payments, 
incidences of outage reporting, and more. 

Average Monthly Hours per 
Smartphone App Visitor by Age

(Source: comScore Mobile Metrix, U.S., Age 18+)
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Customer Expectations 
Continue to Rise
As customers are becoming accustomed to the new 
technologies and companies that have disrupted entire 
industries, they are expecting their utility company to 
keep up. In fact, 83% of consumers expect the same  
or better digital channels from their utility as from an 
online retailer.10

Convenience and Speed
One of the big drivers of increased customer 
expectations, particularly in the digital space, is Amazon. 
The online retailer has become synonymous with great 
service and speedy deliveries. However, even Amazon 
is bringing back brick-and-mortar stores with their new 
Amazon Go, a physical grocery store where patrons can 
shop and then walk out without waiting in line at the 
cashier. This is a key example that shows that what really 
draws people to Amazon is the speed and convenience 
associated with it — whether it’s online or not. Customers 
are now expecting this in other industries, and utilities 
have the tools and ability to rise to the challenge. This 
is particularly true when addressing the unbanked and 
underbanked populations. For example, KUBRA EZ-PAYTM 
Retail Cash Payments (RCP) and Kiosk solutions help 
utilities offer convenience and speed to customers who 
either can’t or won’t use online solutions. RCP allows 
customers to pay with cash at select retail locations, while 
Kiosks allow customers to self-serve at a physical location.

Communication
Customers are more than willing to engage with their 
utility, but they prefer to do so in the time and channel 
that works for them. More than that, they expect to be 
able to use any of the communication options available  
to them to talk to their utility. Proactive alerts are 
well-received, and can be used to generate goodwill,  
as customers can come to see them as a heads-up  
and will appreciate being informed, even if the notice  
isn’t a pleasant one. NV Energy and Avista have 
recently taken advantage of this desire for additional 
communication by offering new alerts and channels to 
their customers. NV Energy launched time-of-use alerts 
that help customers save money, while Avista employs 
social media to communicate with its customers, and  
uses its mobile app to send push notifications straight  
to customers’ smartphones.

New Realities
This year saw the emergence of virtual and augmented 
realities. Although virtual reality isn’t a brand new 
concept, this is the first year it has been so readily 
available to the public. From Oculus Rift virtual reality 
(VR) headsets to the augmented reality (AR) offered by 
Pokémon GO, the public seems to be fully embracing 
this trend. Forbes is even forecasting that it will begin to 
play a bigger role in Business-to-Business applications.11 
So how do utilities participate in this new trend? It’s 
possible that we’ll begin to see outage maps move in this 
direction. If VR and AR get to the point where they are 
commonplace, we could be viewing maps and outage 
locations through a completely different lens.

Conclusion
In this white paper, we’ve looked at many trends, most having to do with technological advances and their effect on 
consumer behavior and expectations. Utilities can set themselves up for success and positive feedback from customers 
by positioning themselves to take advantage of these trends. It’s easy to fall into the trap of not acting because a trend 
seems far enough into the future to address at a later time, but the exponential growth of tech and culture sometimes 
surprises even the most vigilant. By beginning to develop current programs and processes with upcoming trends in 
mind, utilities can secure a good position in the future, and could end up emerging as market leaders.
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