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COMMUNICATING ABOUT SMART METERS 
AND THE SMARTER GRID

Communicating to customers about advanced meter deployment—and eventually smart grid—is a challenge that many cooperatives are facing or will face in the next few years. The good news for co-ops that haven’t begun installing smart meters is that we can benefit from new public opinion research and from lessons learned by utilities that have already gone through the process. 

Messaging around smart meters is changing. 
Messaging around smart meters has changed as utilities have learned to avoid over-promising. In communicating about new automated meters, the messages should be focused on the value that smart meters deliver to customers.  Use the smart meter “message triangle” to help your co-op develop consistent, effective messages throughout the deployment.

NRECA conducted focus groups and a telephone survey to find out which benefits are important to consumer members and what concerns they may have.  In general, while long-time co-op members trust their co-ops to make sound investments in new technology, newer members and members whose electric bills have a big impact on the household budget have more concerns about the new meters.  Members with high bills are also more interested in how the new meters can benefit them.  

Using the smart meter message triangle
Public research has shown what you probably already know:  consumers know very little about automated meters.  Some utilities have encountered backlash from advocacy groups, consumer skepticism and lawsuits in the process of deploying new meters.  Co-ops can reduce the risk of opposition by going out early with the triangle’s positive messages – and returning to the central theme:  “new technology to help us serve you better.”

The message triangle is a tool for all co-op employees to help the co-op as a whole communicate effectively with members and the public.  When communicating about a new technology it’s easy to get lost in the weeds.  The triangle boils everything down to three basic messages: the new meters will improve efficiency, improve reliability and help the co-op keep costs down.  Details shown under the main points are suggestions. Adjust them according to your local or regional power supply situation, using facts about your co-op.

These benefits reinforce the central point:  “new technology to help us serve you better.” By consistently repeating these messages the co-op can break through all the other noise and static – including negative messages being spread on the Internet and word of mouth. 
The messages about the benefits should be repeated over and over in any public communication, including media interviews, stakeholder meetings and conversations with neighbors.  

In conversations and presentations, stick to three or four main points — no more. That will be enough to show the big picture but not so much that people will tune out. While all sides of the message triangle reinforce the main point in the center, don’t assume that people will make the connection on their own. Whenever it seems natural, remind people, “the meters are a new technology that will help us serve our members better.”

Cooperatives must continue to work to build trust within the community. Communicators can build trust by providing the media, employees, and other stakeholders with a straightforward and transparent explanation of the smart meter project plan, scope, and timeline early in the process.  

Be sure to emphasize that co-ops, as member-owned not-for-profits, are looking out for the consumer.

It’s All in the Details
In research conducted by NRECA, consumer said they want to know how the meter installation will directly affect them:  When will the meter be installed? Are they going to lose power during the installation?  Are their rates going to change as a result of the new meter?  

Communicate early, using a variety of media, with these key details:
· when members can expect to have the new meter installed 
· what will happen during installation
· what they will see on their bill following installation

Consumers’ top concern about the new meters is whether or not they are going to result in higher costs.  The reality is that for some members – those who read their own meters and those with older, less accurate meters – the answer may be yes.  In addition, experience shows that installing new meters when the weather is changing can also lead to suspicions that higher bills are the result of the meter. 

Customer service representatives should be prepared to explain the first bill following installation, which will have either two readings (one from the old meter and one from the new) or a combined total.  They should also be prepared for some high bill complaints for those members whose old meters were inaccurate.  


IT’S ABOUT THE MEMBER! 
COMMUNICATING THE BENEFITS
Communication pieces should address the key questions customers want answered and how the smart metering system will benefit them directly.  While smart meters and other smart technologies will provide enormous benefits to co-ops and their members down the road, when deploying the meters only communicate what you can deliver on day one. In public opinion research conducted by NRECA, the following benefits resonated with a strong majority of co-op consumer members: 

Improved efficiency
Co-op consumer members like to know that the co-op is working to keep costs down by investing in efficiency.  Explain that with new meters the co-op can read meters remotely, reconnect remotely and locate outages more quickly and precisely.  Make the point that remote meter reading and improved outage management can save the co-op money, a savings that will benefit members.  

Improved reliability
Smart meters help the co-op identify the location of outages and respond more rapidly to restore power and give customers more information. Note that many utilities are recommending that customers continue to call in to report outages, to ensure that the systems are working properly. 
 
Improved power quality
With more information coming from the meters and other new applications, the co-op can monitor the system better and improve power quality by reducing the number of spikes, blinks and surges.

No more estimated bills or self-reads 
New meters improve the accuracy of meter reading.  Smart meters eliminate the need for estimated reads or “self-reads,” which may be prone to human error.  

Access to data about power use.
In Touchstone Energy’s 2010 Cooperative Difference survey, more than 60 percent of the respondents said they would definitely or probably use a web portal with information about their energy use.  Consumers also like being able to choose whether to see hourly, daily or monthly data. Co-ops that have provided this feature to their members have received a very positive response from members.   

Improved customer service
The additional data from the smart meters can help co-ops work with members to diagnose why a member has high bills.  There are lots of stories about co-ops using the data from smart meters as a tool to help their members analyze what is happening in their home or business – and to help them find solutions. 

CONSUMER CONCERNS ABOUT SMART METERS
Recent controversies over the deployment of smart meters in some areas of the country illustrate the importance of being prepared to allay consumer concerns.  These controversies also underscore the value of communicating about the new meters early in the process.  If your consumer members hear about the new meters from someone else first, the task of building their trust will be much harder.

Cost
Consumers are concerned that the new meters will increase their electric bills.  In some cases, if the existing meters are old and inaccurate, the new accurate meters will in fact increase their bills.  Customer service representatives should be prepared to take calls coming from members whose bills have gone up.  Be careful not to suggest that the efficiency of the new system will result in lower electric bills. 

Privacy 
Public opinion research conducted by NRECA showed that consumers are susceptible to messages from the media or advocacy groups claiming that the new meters are a privacy threat.  Be prepared to explain the steps taken to protect the data from the new meters.  

Health concerns
Some utilities have faced backlash from customers concerned about new meters and radio waves.  The level of RF waves emitted by smart meters, which are outside the home, is hundreds of times less than that of cell phones.  Communicators and customer service representatives should be prepared to address health concerns.  Consider posting information on the website.  The Electric Power Research Institute has published reports on this topic.  


REACHING THE CONSUMER MEMBERS
 Research conducted by NRECA illustrates the importance of using multiple communications methods for reaching the members.  53 percent of those polled said they prefer to get their information via a letter in the mail; 22 percent prefer a phone call; 18 percent, especially younger members, prefer email.  

The ideal communications plan will combine newsletter articles, letters, phone calls, emails and door hangers to provide members with information about the meter installation project.  

Preparing the customer service representatives to answer members’ questions and concerns during and after the installation is critical.  Co-ops score high in customer satisfaction – new meters should increase satisfaction if the deployment is successful.  


More Information
For more information, sample communications and tools, see the communicators section on Cooperative.com. or contact Tracy Warren (703) 907-5746.  
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