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eading the tea leaves and trying to predict the future is a
priority of many utilities. The electric industry that previ-
ously moved at a glacial pace now sees changes occurring

at a rapid-fire rate. Where change historically was driven by
slowly unfolding regulatory and legislative action, now market
forces exert as much, if not more, change to utility operations.
And the market won’t stand still to allow utilities time to slow
proceedings, file comments, and negotiate revisions. This puts
utilities in an unusual position of trying to read the tea leaves
and prepare for the future.

In recent weeks, there have been numerous new product
announcements and new market initiatives. Google just
unveiled its new Project Sunroof, a new tool that uses Google
Earth’s aerial mapping technology to calculate the solar poten-
tial of rooftops. Solar developers SunEdison, Vivint Solar, and
NRG Home Solar have already partnered with Google. The
tool is currently offered in Boston, Fresno, and the San
Francisco Bay Area, with plans to roll it out more broadly in
the future. Homeowners can use the tool to assess the solar
potential of their home. This is another step toward increased
adoption of customer-owned solar power. 

A few weeks ago, Tesla’s founder Elon Musk announced
that the sale of its stationary batteries has been significant. Tesla
has already sold all of the stationary batteries it can produce in
2016. Musk said the company could see up to $45 million in
stationary storage sales in the fourth quarter and up to 10 times
that next year. And, from a regulatory and legislative front, the
release of the final rule for the EPA’s Clean Power Plan and the
bipartisan Energy Bill put forth by Sens. Maria Cantwell
(D–Wash.) and Lisa Murkowski (R–Alaska) in the past month
are recent examples of government initiatives that can greatly
impact utilities.

So what are the emerging trends and what importance do
they have on the utility industry? In strategic planning meetings
with utility managers, three pressing topics come to the fore-
front in terms of priority and immediacy: 1) How will we com-
ply with future legislative and regulatory requirements? 2) How
will we keep the lights on and who will be here to do it? 
3) What do our customers want and how can we respond? 

First, compliance is one of those areas where if we stare
long enough at the tea leaves, we can see what is needed.
Compliance is often thought of as a burden, but the electric
industry has turned it into a strength. It is rare to hear of elec-
tric utilities that are not compliant with laws and regulations.
The industry is effective at lobbying and engaging in thoughtful
discussions with government-elected and appointed officials.
This helps the industry shape outcomes that meet the public
policy objectives but are also implementable. The public sees
positive end-results such as greater safety, a cleaner environ-
ment, and modernization of infrastructure. 

Second, workforce planning can be predicted. No surprises
here, as utilities are planning for large retirements of experi-
enced workers in all areas of utility operations; and new tools

and technology necessitate training workers. While the tea
leaves are easily read in terms of the changes in workforce
demographics and where people need to be developed, the miti-
gation plan changes depending upon the organization. Some
solutions include developing a pipeline of talent with local high
schools, vocational schools, community colleges, and four-year
colleges. Another is speeding up the training for less experienced
workers and transferring knowledge more quickly. Training
programs to develop skill sets for future technologies are also
key. Workforce planning is an area where utilities need to
understand market drivers. New employees have multiple
employment options following the economic recovery since
2009. Utilities have to show that careers within their organiza-
tion are a compelling opportunity for new hires. 

The third area — reading future customer trends — is
arguably more difficult. Utilities take comfort in surveys, like
those conducted by JD Powers, that allow utilities to assess
their customers’ levels of satisfaction compared to other utilities.
But this is a current perspective, not a future perspective; using
industry comparisons might not be the most effective measure
because most customers are served by just one utility. So per-
haps a better point of comparison is how customers compare
their utilities to their other service providers. While the utility
might fare well in comparison to the cable company or the tele-
phone company, how about in comparison to newer service
providers such as Hulu, Amazon Fire, Plated, and Skype? 

In terms of what customers really want, this is where mar-
ket forces may have the strongest influence. The utility has tra-
ditionally had the direct nexus with the customer, in terms of
physical connection, customer service, and rates. But now third
parties are offering on-site generation, stationary batteries,
smart thermostats, and other products. These innovations open
up new possibilities for customers, and it means that the utility
is no longer the de-facto supplier of energy. But there is no rea-
son why the utility cannot be the lead supplier of energy ser-
vices and facilitate use of new products. 

While customers differ greatly, there are common interests
relating to cost of power, continued reliability, more control
over energy usage, and more options about how to procure
energy. These are areas where utilities can consider future strate-
gies to deliver customer value. Win-win strategies have emerged
and will continue to evolve, such as community solar projects
and partnering with industrial and large commercial customers
with demand-side services. Community-owned electric utilities
can nimbly work with policy makers and customers both to
successfully implement those win-win solutions. NWPPA
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