
Preparing your members for AMI 

Chellie Phillips, CCC/MCC 

South Alabama EC 



Start at the beginning… 
prepare your employees 

• Once the decision to implement AMI was 
made, our manager brought in the two 
leading vendor for an in-house presentation 

• Employees from each department were 
present to learn about the ability, function, 
and installation of the equipment 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Unless you get buy in from your employees and train them to answer questions, you won’t have a successful AMI program. Our service department was quick to embrace the program, however the billing department was a hard sell. They felt it was going to be a lot of trouble for them to learn how to use the new data for billing. They did not understand that our CSI software would integrate with the AMI data and would require very few changes on their part.



What we were up against 

• Surveys showed that our members did not 
feel we used technology to best help them 

• However, we scored high in areas that showed 
we cared about our members and helped 
educate them on wise energy use. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Technology was an area we fell short in according to our members. And this program allowed us to incorporate an area we scored low in with one we received high marks in. When we developed our key message points for our members, we made sure to address both areas.



More issues… 

• We started this project just as AMI was really 
picking up media exposure thanks to stimulus 
issues 

• A neighboring co-op had already implemented 
AMI and dealt with many issues including 
members feeling like the co-op was “big 
brother” 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Sometimes – press isn’t a good thing. We did apply for stimulus funding however, we were turned down. So people who were opposed to government program were very vocal against it. In the end, it wasn’t an issue for us. Also we had a neighboring cooperative who had a member who went to the media because he felt theses meters were an invasion of his privacy because the co-op would know what he was doing in his home. He created a lot of problems for them. We were hoping that this wouldn’t carry over to our system. 



Roles at the Cooperative 

• General Manager – his key message was that 
members understood what was taking place 
and that it was a program that not only 
benefited the cooperative, but the members 
as well. 

• He involved all key staff & departments in the 
planning of the program 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Everyone needs to know what they are expected to do when a program is being implemented that will effect every member of the cooperative. Without a plan, you will run into problems. And you have to start from the beginning. 



Roles at the Cooperative 

• Engineering – our system engineer and 
engineering assistant worked closely with 
communications and marketing on all pieces 
created for our members. Dates and 
installation progress was reported weekly at 
staff meetings 

• Engineering participated in the production of 
a member information video. 



Roles at Cooperative 

• Communications/ Member Services: 
Identified key messages, production 
schedules, coordinated information between 
departments, worked with vendor on needed 
graphics and technical information 

• Messages were kept simple and unified 
throughout the process 

• Budgets were kept in check using media 
already in place 



How we developed message 

• Brainstorming session at office 

• Case studies from other cooperatives 

• Survey data 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
We made sure that all departments were involved with the messaging. We used survey data which we have been collecting for over 10 years and we made the decision for the communication effort to be the length of the project – not just an announcement then it was over. Not only were we working on the proper messages, we also made decisions concerning which types of communication vehicles we would use as well.



* Regular NEW MEMBER SURVEYS show greater interest 
in new services – including those involving AMI 
technology – among new members 
 
* New members are –  
 - younger (median age is 46) 
 - mostly professional occupations 
 - greater use of technology  
 - lower levels of bonding with SAEC 
 - good targets for AMI services 

2011 New Member      
Survey Respondents 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
One survey we used, is our new member survey. This survey is sent to everyone who signs up for a new account with the cooperative. It tracks interest in programs and satisfaction with sign up. It’s also generally a younger age group than our total membership surveys.
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
As you can see, we felt this group was going to be a great target for the programs that can be spun off after you have the successful deployment of AMI.
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 About two-thirds of 
SAEC members have 
Internet service 

 Co-op website use 
growing, now at 15% 

 Higher interest in 
energy efficiency and 
tracking home usage 

 Nearly 3 in 10 are also 
interested in SAEC social 
media communication  

Presenter
Presentation Notes
We used the means of communication that our members showed interest in – but we didn’t let any of our old standby methods go to waste either.



Messages were… 

• Eliminating the need for SAEC personnel to 
visit your home monthly (dogs, gates, privacy) 

• Reduces the potential for human error 
reading, recording, and entering meter 
readings into billing system 

• Provides SAEC with indication of power 
outages and verifies once power is restored 



Messages were… 

• Allows SAEC to provide you with an indication 
of daily usage to help you better manage 
energy consumption 

• Helps deter power theft  

• Allows SAEC staff to identify voltage or other 
problems on the distribution system before it 
becomes a problem for members 



Timing is Everything 

• We announced the program at our Annual 
Meeting in October 2009, however installation 
did not begin until Spring 2010. 

• Our communications plan was designed to mark 
milestones along the way and continue until all 
16,000 meters were installed and reporting 

• We then proceeded to utilize all of the 
marketing/communications vehicles available to 
us 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Tell them once, tell them twice and tell them again. We started with our efforts before the first meter had even been shipped to our office.We knew this would be a 15 month campaign and our staff and board were committed to this process.



Hands on Display at Annual Meeting 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Members got to see what the new meters would look like, and learn how they operated. Our vendor, L&G was even on hand to answer questions. Our annual meeting draws about 1100 each year. 



Letter to Members 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
We used a company TEAM STS, to come in and do our meter installs. Our engineering department worked with them on when and what areas would be changed out. We were able to send members in each map letters which coordinated with their changeout. We had ??? Mailings that moved around the system depending on billing cycles and meter reading. Each letter had a brochure included that explained what AMI was and why the cooperative was changing meters.



Brochure 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
We worked with our vendor to get graphics for this piece.



Alabama Living 

• Our monthly member magazine goes to every 
membership account.  



Annual Reports 

2010 

2011 



Bill Stuffers 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
We produced a set of three bill stuffers. These were designed to use at the beginning of the project, the half-way point of installation, and once the whole system had been changed out. Easy piece focuses on member benefits and also was a reminder of the contract company who would be on their property changing out meters. 





Be adaptable 

• One complaint was members couldn’t figure 
out how to read their new meter.  

• Office display and new stuffer created 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
You have to be ready to adapt your plan if something comes up along the process. Our biggest complaint wasn’t about what the meters might or might not be able to do – but in the fact that many of our members couldn’t figure out which set of numbers were their meter reading. Even though we haven’t been member read in year, many of our members still keep a monthly check on their usage. 



Office Display 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
A display was set up in the office, where members could actually see how the 3 sets of numbers flashed across the screen. Our receptionists and other staff were on hand to answer questions. 



Presenter
Presentation Notes
A bill insert was created and we also ran a similar piece in our member magazine. The information was also placed on our website in the AMI section. This issue came up before the half-way point in installation. So we included this stuffer with the letter and brochure for members who were scheduled for change out after it was printed. Every member received it in their bills at least twice as well.



Electronic Promotions 

• Used Email blasts, Social Media, Web Pages 

• All updated as installation progressed 

• Interactive Maps 

• Videos 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
We wanted to make sure that every segment of our membership was reached. We were just beginning to experiment with social media when we started the AMI project. We worked with Inside Information (our database marketing group) on developing email campaigns targeting members who had indicated they were interested in programs AMI would allow us to offer. We also utilized all of the emails we had captured from members who paid bills online to notify about the metering changes as well. Our website contained a section dedicated to AMI – video explaining project, interactive map detailing installation progress and current work area, pdfs of brohchures, stuffers, etc….



November 2010 

Smart Meter update e-
mails  

Send to all members 
with e-mail addresses in 
the database 



February 2011 

Facebook/Twitter email 
promotion 

Sent to all members 
with e-mail addresses in 
the database 



February 2012 

Link to the AMI update 
page is prominently 
displayed on the SAEC 
website home page 



February 2012 

AMI page on SAEC 
website received 2,401 
total visits during 2011 



Use of AMI Information 
On SAEC Website 

 AMI update page was 
6th most used website 
page in 2011 with 2,401 
total visits 

 AMI page averaging just 
under 200 visits per 
month  

 AMI page included a 
map showing install 
progress and a video of 
new meter features 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
We wanted the information to be easy to find and understand for our members. When you compare the survey data of how many members visited the site, you can see why we were pleased with the response we were getting from the AMI section. 



Video 

• Video was used at our annual meeting and 
also placed on our website. Highlights the 
benefits and the installation process. 



Continued efforts 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
We didn’t stop when the installs were complete. This is our new member brochure. Every new member who signs up for electric service receives one of these with their membership certificate in the mail. Usually within 4 weeks of sign-up. We still promote the value of the metering system and also offer them a chance to respond to us about programs they are interested in learning more about. 



Utilize Your Vendor 

• Vendor can provide case studies from other 
utilities and resources 

• They know the product, its benefits, issues 

• Develop that relationship 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
We had a great working relationship with L&G – and our rep – Dianne Madison. I think it’s important for you to work at developing that relationship because they have a great deal of knowledge about the product, can share information other utilities have learned in their installation process, and provide you with needed assistance along the way. One of the things our general manager was adamant about when we chose our vendor was with how responsive they would be when we had questions or concerns. You can get a good feel from this in the selection process and I’d urge you to make this part of the questions you put out there if you are involved in that aspect. We’ve all worked with people who once the sell is made, you can’t get them on the phone or they won’t answer another email. That’s not what you want with this large of a project. 



Success! 

• All 16,323 residential meters were changed 
out in less than a year. Ahead of schedule! 

• Only 3 complaints from members – 
pacemaker, security system, don’t trust it 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Our three complaints were: 1. My pacemaker won’t work if I sit in the sunroom because of your new meters – false – our meters don’t use RF technology so there’s nothing in them that could interfere with it. 2. Our security system won’t work now that you put the new meter on our house – another RF issue – this turned out to be a system that had never been activated before, was wired in wrong, but the security system didn’t want to come back and fix it without charging – so they blamed it on the utility. Finally, 3- I don’t trust that thing – we had one member who just couldn’t understand how a signal could travel from his house to our office and let us know how many kilowatt hours he used that month. He believed we were just making up numbers so that we could charge what we wanted. Initially, we talked with him several times, but he was never satisfied. It wasn’t until he got several bills that he realized he wasn’t being charged more each month that he finally quit calling. Sometimes, you just have to know you can’t please everyone all the time. But it’s your job to have all the facts and be ready for the discussion.



Contact information 

Chellie Phillips, South Alabama EC, Troy, AL 

800-556-2060 or direct (334)670-6258 

chelliep@southaec.com 

www.southaec.com 
 

Like us on Facebook and Twitter! 

mailto:chelliep@southaec.com�
http://www.southaec.com/�
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