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Abstract 
 

The objective of this paper is to highlight the advantages social media can provide for electric utilities for better 

communication with their customers. About 500 million people in India are expected to get connected to the 

internet by 2018 and majority of them will use social media which can be leveraged by utilities for directly 

reaching out to provide outage information, updates on service restoration, new tariff plans, billing and collection 

alerts, receiving feedback and several other useful tips and updates. Social media is a fast-growing interaction 

channel between the customer and the industry. Electric Utilities being an integral part of daily life, it is imperative 

for them to have a strong presence in social media. 
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Introduction 
 
Internet has become the gateway to the world. Presently, with 205 million users, India 
has the third largest number of internet users in the world and by 2018 it is expected to 
grow to 500 million1 users. With mobile phones becoming a must-have accessory (India 
has 930 million cell phone users), internet at the touch of a button is very much a reality. 
One can buy and sell just about anything on the internet - be it socks, marriage certificates, 
high definition TVs, guns or cornflakes. One can even meet their future spouses, crowd 
fund their education, find a long lost relative, learn to play an instrument, chat with the 
grandkids, plan a vacation, live stream a wedding to loved ones abroad, report an event, 
research for a PhD, seek medical advice, order food, give free advice or start a revolution, 
the possibilities are endless! Young India is very technology savvy, while the rest is fast 
discovering the power of the internet.  
 
The Government of India is pursuing an ambitious program to build a broadband 
highway connecting 250,000 villages across the country in the next three years. With that 
rural India is also going to witness a large part of its population actively use social media 
platforms.  
 
For a power utility, a call center has traditionally been the single touch-point to its 
customers. For utilities to be able to cope with the changing times and start excelling in 
their energy delivery, the customer service models are undergoing a paradigm shift. A 
large number of electric utilities in the US are already using social media platforms like 
Facebook, Twitter etc., to connect with their customers, issue outbound communications, 
track customer complaints and queries etc. They are also being used as effective mediums 
for promoting energy efficiency measures, imparting safety tips and proper usage of 
domestic appliances, influencing consumer behaviour and forging positive consumer 
relationships particularly during power outages and storm recovery efforts. However 
reports indicate that 48 percent2 of U.S. customers believe companies need to do a better 
job of integrating their online and offline experiences, and over 50 percent of people 
surveyed in 2014 believed that local utilities should harness the real-time 
communications of various social media channels to share information. As of now, 
however, less than one percent of customers currently follow their local utilities on 
Twitter, but the numbers are fast increasing. 
 
This presents a gap between current and potential capability. The entire spectrum of 
social media platforms available across the globe can be seen in the picture below.  This 
is a massive amount of data that can be very effectively used by utilities to better 
understand their customers, their consumption patterns, aspirations and pain points. 
 
 
 

                                                      
1 http://www.thehindu.com/sci-tech/technology/internet/indian-internet-users-to-surpass-us-in-
2014/article6308559.ece 
2 http://www.intelligentutility.com/article/14/12/social-media-use-and-storm-response-there-
value?utm_source=2014_12_05&utm_medium=eNL&utm_campaign=IU_DAILY&utm_content=133291  

http://www.thehindu.com/sci-tech/technology/internet/indian-internet-users-to-surpass-us-in-2014/article6308559.ece
http://www.thehindu.com/sci-tech/technology/internet/indian-internet-users-to-surpass-us-in-2014/article6308559.ece
http://www.intelligentutility.com/article/14/12/social-media-use-and-storm-response-there-value?utm_source=2014_12_05&utm_medium=eNL&utm_campaign=IU_DAILY&utm_content=133291
http://www.intelligentutility.com/article/14/12/social-media-use-and-storm-response-there-value?utm_source=2014_12_05&utm_medium=eNL&utm_campaign=IU_DAILY&utm_content=133291
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Figure 1: The conversation prism  
 

 
 
Utilities can provide much better services by integrating social media in their outage 
management, crisis/disaster handling, billing and collection and other customer related 
issues. In addition social media can be a platform for promotion of clean energy, DSM/DR 
activities, tariff plans, electric vehicle usage etc. It can also prove as an effective tool for 
branding and promotion of good will. Some of the utilities around the world effectively 
using social media platforms to connect with their consumers are: 

 
 Duke Energy, USA 
 Xcel Energy, USA 
 Southern California Edison, USA 
 Florida Power & Light, USA 
 Pacific Gas & Electric Co. (PG&E), USA 
 B.C Hydro, Canada 
 Ontario Energy, Canada 
 Scottish and Southern energy, UK 
 Npower, UK 
 Good Energy, UK 

 
Some utilities in India already have presence in social media.  
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Figure 2: Tweet by Duke Energy, USA 

Social media provides a promising platform to engage with the customer in a number of 
different ways – the scope of which has been explored below:  
 

1. Customer Education 
 
Technological revolutions are constantly transforming the industry and modernizing the 
present electric grid. With these new and ever changing technologies, products and 
services, there is a need for regular communication between utilities and customers to 
make them more responsive and efficient in their energy usage. Social media can be a 
very effective tool for this. Utilities can make customers aware of the benefits of smart 
meters, time of use tariff plans, renewable energy promotion programs, demand 
response program etc. By educating customers, utilities can ensure better acceptance, 
appreciation and implementation of smart technologies. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

1.1 Demand Response 
 
45% of India’s electricity consumption is by the industrial sector followed by 30% in 
residential and commercial sectors. This means there are lots of opportunities for 
reducing peak load through demand response programs. 
  
In India, customer acceptance of dynamic pricing and other changes associated with 
demand response is a barrier to widespread adoption of demand response programs. The 
solution is effective customer education. Simple messages using social media platforms 
to provide meaningful insights into why the program is beneficial to customers and why 
it is required for reliable operation of the grid can contribute to successful 
implementation. 
 
Several utilities in the US such as Pacific Gas & Electric, Sacramento Municipal Utility 
District, Baltimore Gas and Electric etc have met with great success in using sms, emails, 
facebook and twitter to help consumers understand in near real time their energy use 
and the cost of behavioural choices they make. 
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Figure 3: Tweet by PG&E, USA 

Figure 4: Tweet by Ontario Energy, Canada 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 

1.2 Advanced Metering Infrastructure (AMI) 
 
With every new technology, there is a certain apprehension as to its benefits and 
drawbacks. It is the responsibility of the utility to educate the customers about them. The 
monitoring and control features of AMI facilitates flexibility of load to both the customer 
and the utility. However, concerns ranging from over radiation from the meters to rise in 
energy bills have had customers up in protest in several places. Utilities in the west have 
been forced to have an opt-out program for smart meters to handle this development. 
Keeping the consumer well-informed from start to finish of AMI deployments can help 
mitigate this. Social media platforms can be utilised for reaching out and engaging with 
the customer.  

 

1.3 Renewable Energy Promotion 
 
Social media is a promising platform for promotion of green energy. Utilities can inform 
customers through micro blogging sites about tax exemptions and incentives provided 
by the government for promotion of renewable energy. It can be used to reach people for 
promoting new government polices relating to net metering and feed-in tariff. In a way, 
social media can be very effective in turning a consumer into a “prosumer”. 
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Figure 5: Tweet by SCE, USA on EV 

1.4 Electric Vehicles (EV) 
 
Social media can encourage customers to buy EVs by communicating the merits, charging 
points, tariff plans and other advantages of EV’s. Promotion of EV’s as virtual power 
plants helps in peak shaving as well as economic savings for customers. With the help of 
social media, a utility can also inform the customers about the location of EV charging 
stations available near their locality or current location. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

1.5 Energy Saving & Energy Efficiency 
 
Utilities can encourage customers to buy 
energy efficient appliances through various 
social media platforms. Promotion of such 
appliances which are efficient and consume 
less power, reduce the consumers energy bill 
and also the utilities demand.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. Outage Management System 

By definition, outage management system refers to computer systems used by operators 
of electric distribution systems to assist in attending to faults and restoring power. 
However, utilities still struggle with performing quicker and more effective damage 
assessment and obtain real-time, local information about hazards such as road blockages, 

Figure 6: Facebook post by BC Hydro, Canada on Energy 
Saving 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Electric_distribution_systems
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lightning strikes, and broken wires as well as damage to their own equipment. Social 
media can play a significant role during these times.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2.1 Outage Handling by Utility 
 
Social media can make the customer an integral part of the outage management and 
restoration process. A customer can report an outage on the utility facebook, twitter or 
other social media forums enabling the utility to take immediate action in locating the 
fault and restoring power. Information crowd sourced from social media when geo-
tagged with customers’ smart phones/social media posts, may provide a wealth of 
additional information to help identify hazards and prioritize activities to help improve 
the overall restoration and the damage assessment process. 
 
Also, giving out regular updates on the restoration process gives the customers a sense 
that their problem is being addressed by the utility. Social media is however 
complementary and not a replacement to the interactive voice response, online 
complaint portals, customer care centers, e-mails etc. 
 

 
 

Figure 7: Tweet by PG&E, USA on restoration 

2.2 Outage Complaints by Consumers 
 
Customers prefer the self-service route rather than holding on calls to report outages on 
a helpline number. Social media platforms can be used by customers to lodge outage 
complaints. A customer can click a photo of a burnt transformer or broken transmission 
line and can upload or send it to the utility via social networking platforms where the 
utility is present. Customers can also repost or share the information given by the utility 
with neighbours and friends. According to a study conducted by EPRI, mobile utility 
applications are widely used to report outages. Twitter has proven most popular among 
customers in lodging outage complaints. 
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Figure 9: Tweet by ConEdison on Outage 

 
Figure 8: Social Media for Outage Management, EPRI 

2.3 Crisis Management 
 
Crisis occurs when majority of consumers are affected by power outage due to some 
natural calamity or major technical faults. In such situations, utilities have to be proactive 
in handling the situation and not allow it to become a PR disaster. Regularly sharing 
information on outage restoration on an as-and-when basis and assuring them that their 
power would be restored will help reduce some of the chaos and garner good will.  
 
Con Edison, one of the largest power companies serving over 3 million customers in New 
York used twitter to talk about their restoration progress during hurricane Sandy. 
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Social media for Outage Management 
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Case Study 

Nashville Electric Service (NES) — Build a Community of Support3 

Crisis: 2010 Tennessee Floods (April 30-May 7, 2010). 19 inches of rain in some areas 

caused widespread flooding and 21 deaths. Flooding caused outages for at least three 

days in downtown Nashville, leaving 42,000 residents without power. 

Response: Unable to reach the customer service phone line, customers looked to twitter 

for news on restoration efforts. NES put their social media plan into effect, originally 

created in 2009. The Social Media Manager and PR teams worked to answer each 

individual tweet, and continued working for two weeks to be sure all questions were 

answered. 

Over the years, NES had built up a community of support through social media. Negative 

or critical comments left on Twitter were met with supportive comments from other 

users. NES further developed their social media calendar in 2010 to provide ongoing 

communication. 

 

3. Increasing Customer Relationship 
 

3.1 Customer Issues 
 
Besides calling interactive voice response (IVR) / customer care, online web portal etc., 
customers can rely on social media websites or mobile applications to lodge complaints 
anywhere, anytime on issues related to billing, brown outs, fluctuations etc.  
 
Billing complaints are one of the critical issues to be addressed by utilities. Using social 
media, utilities can encourage customers to switch to e-billing and online payments.  
 
Benefits of e-billing 

 Customers can receive bill through e-mail 

 Avoids unnecessary delays 

 E-billing system is eco-friendly - saves paper, resources and trees. Besides huge 

savings in bill distribution cost 

 Issues can be addressed immediately 

 Notice of payment delay or declined payments can be made faster through 

emails 

 
 
 

                                                      
3 http://www.exacttarget.com/blog/how-4-utility-companies-used-social-media-for-crisis-communications/ 

http://www.exacttarget.com/blog/how-4-utility-companies-used-social-media-for-crisis-communications/
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Figure 10: Tweet by BC Hydro on ebilling 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

3.2 Customer Behaviour/Feedback 
 
The end-customer is the most important stakeholder in the entire value chain of 
electricity delivery and social media platforms are the voice of the new-age customer. For 
the utility, these platforms can be a very cost-effective means to understand their 
customer behaviour and how they perceive the utility. This can be helpful in planning 
customer services and DR programs with targeted pricing schemes and benefits. 
 

 
Figure11: Tweet by SCE, USA asking for consumer feedback 

4. Recruitment/Job Notification 
 
Job vacancy announcements and recruitment details are generally updated on the utility 
website. However there are no mechanisms for candidates to reach out for clarifications 
and questions. Posting job openings on Twitter, Linkedin, Facebook etc., also have a wider 
reach than traditional advertisements and improves the chances of hiring the best talent 
from a larger pool. 
 

 
Figure 12: Tweet by BC Hydro, Canada on Recruitment 

 
 
 



Document Number: ISGF – WG 8/2014/00002 Version 1.0 Dated 15 December 2014  12 
 

Figure 13: TNEB Web Portal, Tamilnadu  

 

5. Branding 
 
Social media is a very lucrative domain for branding. Resolving problems quickly, giving 
tips on energy saving, incentive schemes, smart grid programs, ease of payment options, 
social responsibility measures etc all spread a positive word-of-mouth for the utility 
among its customers. By engaging with their customers, utilities build trust and loyalty 
and therefore make ambassadors out of satisfied customers. 
 

6. Immediate Possibilities for Electric Utilities in India 
 

The energy sector has traditionally seen a unidirectional flow of electrons, information 
and money. However with breakthroughs in technology and the advent of the smart grid, 
a paradigm shift towards two-way communication between utilities and the end-
consumers is taking place. So do with consumers becoming prosumers both electrons and 
money aslo started flowing in both directions. Utilities are starting to realize that in order 
to handle the increasing points of power injection and consumption, they will have to 
become smarter too.  
 
The simplest of steps taken by utilities today is making the bill payment mechanisms 
easier. Earlier consumers had to stand in long queues while today there are several 
consumer touch points such as online bill payments, cheque/cash drop off kiosks, 
community billing for large gated communities, payment desks at local banks etc. Few 
utilities offer the facilities to customers to check their bill status online and calculate the 
bill online too. Utilities offer all these services in the local languages as well making it 
easier for the non-english speaking customers to use these platforms. 
 

   
 
 
As an extension to these services, in the future the customers can be allowed to arrange 
for their bills to be linked to their cell phone numbers. Text messages alerts and 
reminders could be sent regarding payment deadlines, scheduled power cuts, outage 
restoration times etc. to begin with. The service can be extended to alert consumers to a 
Demand Response call or intimate about dynamic tariff plans.   
 
Under the on-going R-APDRP program all state owned distribution utilities are building 
IT infrastructure, IT applications and automation systems. These existing systems can be 
used to collate cell phone numbers and email addresses of customers in the R-APDRP 
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Figure 14: MSEDCL, Maharashtra  

Figure 15: Questions on Quora  

towns. This can be achieved by 
simply introducing this service 
in the next few billing cycles 
and requesting customers to 
submit the information.  
 
Electricity theft is a huge 
problem in India, and several of 
our utilities have come up with 
innovative methods to curb the 
menace. KSEB, Kerala offers 
incentives for reporting power 
thefts while MSEDCL, 
Maharashtra came out with this 
catchy slogan that offers the 
customers the chance to win a 
million rupees just by reporting 
a theft! All reports can be filed 
online, with the identity of the 
individual reporting the theft 
kept confidential of course.  
 
 
 
 
 

Social media is becoming 
an increasingly popular 
platform to address this 
issue as well as can be 
seen in the example 
where a Quora user seeks 
information as to how to 
lodge an electricity theft 
complaint.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Even with 24x7 customer service helplines, IVR facilities and interactive webpages, 
sometimes a customer is unable to get across their concerns to the utility. As a result they 
turn to twitter, facebook, quora and other such social media platforms to express their 
opinions.  
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Figure 16: Tweets on the Indian Power Sector  

Figure 17: Tweets with billing tips 

Electricity is a topic that is widely discussed on social media, especially in a country like 
ours where the outages are rampant and losses are huge. In some cases such as major 
power outages and power system breakdown customers look for news on restoration 
efforts on the internet.  
 

 
                                                                                           

 
A good social media presence that addresses the customers concerns satisfactorily can 
do wonders for the entire sector, as the customers start to perceive the grid as reliable 
and starts reducing his dependency on DG and backup power. Energy saving tips and 
efficiency programs can also garner better attention and traction due to the sheer 
numbers a social media platform can reach. 
 

 
 
 
At present, the print media is used to reach out to the customers. Utilities regularly give 
out public notices in local newspapers, often in local languages to educate the customers. 
Information on new tariffs, energy conservation etc are often issued as short 
advertisements in leading dailies.  
 
With smart meters slowly replacing conventional meters, information bulletins detailing 
the benefits of the smart meter are also being released, such as the one carried out by 
Delhi Discoms along with the New Delhi Government. 
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Figure 18: Measures being taken by Indian utilities to reach out to their consumers  
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Figure 19: Measures taken by Indian utilities  

  
 
 
 
Several Indian utilities have a Facebook presence, for e.g. KSEB has a Facebook page with 
5640 likes; UHBVN has an fb page with 39 likes; TNEB has an fb page with 5019 likes. 
While the pages are not particularly used to make complaints or even actively managed 
and monitored by the utility, the utility names have generated enough interest among the 
community. A sure sign that these social media platforms can be effectively used to reach 
out to the consumer in a more powerful way than ever possible before.  
 
Having a social media presence also means being under the scanner constantly. Utilities 
are held accountable. If a customer affected by a transformer outage tweets about his 
problem, the chances of it getting shared across a wider spectrum of people are very high. 
The common interest and sometimes even outrage that it generates could even escalate 
the situation into driving people onto the streets to protest against the recurring power 
cuts. At the same time, a utility can reach out to its customers and say “hey look at all the 
good work we are doing in your area”, thereby building a community of support. An 
example of how BSES in Delhi reached out to tell its customers the great job they are 
doing is depicted in the ad they brought out in the newspapers. 
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Figure 20: Initiatives by Delhi Discoms 
 

 

7. Conclusion 
 
Unpredictable changes and circumstances can arise at any time for a utility. A key 
challenge for any utility is how they can handle these changes and respond to customers 
in such situations. Presently, communication with customers means sending a brochure 
in an envelope along with monthly bills or lodging complaints via phone lines during 
outages. 
 
Social media platforms today give the utility the flexibility to touch the lives of customers 
both old and new over and beyond what are being done presently. While the developed 
nations actively use several platforms, India need to catch up. 1.2 billion people + telecom 
+ internet + social media + all things cloud  = world’s largest social transformation era + 
unlimited business opportunities! 
 
 


