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Introduction
Just as Andy Warhol promised we’d all get our 15 minutes of fame, there seems to be a similar 
guarantee for every business industry: At some point, a disruptive technology will come along that 
poses almost as many challenges as opportunities. 

The industry reaction is just as predictable. Business executives’ responses range from energized, to 
paralyzed. Confusion reigns as misinformation spreads. Then, as time passes and some dust starts to 
settle, leaders emerge, former heavyweights stumble (sometimes 
spectacularly), while lots of others in the middle cautiously take notes 
and learn.  

These disruptive technologies are familiar -- in banking, it was credit 
cards and then ATMs. In telecommunications, it was mobile devices. In 
retail, it was e-commerce. Now, it’s the utilities industry’s turn, with the 
emergence of the smart grid. 

As many in the utility business understand, the smart grid is not just 
about automating data collection for billing purposes. Rather, it opens 
the door to a whole new way of engaging directly with customers, 
increasing energy and water efficiency, creating demand response 
programs, providing customer self-service tools, reducing outages and more. 

In nearly every state in the U.S., utilities are installing smart meters, according to a May 2009 Edison 
Foundation report. At a global level, 37% of utilities have smart grid projects under way, according to the 
recent Microsoft Worldwide Utility Industry Survey.  

But this kind of transformation doesn’t just happen with the installation of smart meters, grid 
communications networks and smart devices. Challenges range from financial and regulatory, to 
technology and ROI. Something is needed to pull this all together and pave the way to new business 
opportunities and collaborative partnerships between suppliers and consumers. 

That “something” is an integration platform. Clearly, the infrastructure that enabled utilities to interact 
with consumers on a monthly basis just won’t cut it anymore – an underlying integration platform is 
required that supports on-demand, two-way communications, supported by information processed in 
real-time.

This is not new territory
Just as disruptive technology is nothing new, neither is the idea of creating a stable and scalable 
platform to power the new capabilities that result from the technology. In fact, lesson number one from 
businesses that thrived in a time of industry tumult is to build a platform that can bear the weight of a 
drastically and continually changing business model and the opportunities that ensue.

Let’s look at retail and e-commerce. In many ways, the dawn of smart grids is comparable to the 
beginnings of e-commerce. As people began browsing and buying on the Web, they also began leaving 
behind bits of valuable data about themselves – products they considered, what they bought and even 
how they felt about their purchases.  

But not all companies were prepared to soak up all that data and use it intelligently. Look at the 
difference between Amazon.com and Sears Roebuck. To Sears, the Internet was an opportunity to put 
its catalogue online. Customers could type in the item numbers they wished to purchase, place the 
order, and a package would arrive in the mail. That’s where it started and stopped: an electronic 

 An Integration Platform--the Critical Foundation for Smart Grid Success

(c) 2010 eMeter Corporation 1

The Smart Grid is 
transformational to the 
Utility industry--as ATMs 
were to banking, mobile 
devices to telecom, and 
e-commerce to retail.



storefront. Instead of ordering over the phone or shopping the store, customers placed orders over the 
Web. 

Meanwhile, to Amazon, the Internet meant an entire overhaul to the customer’s shopping experience 
and a chance to form a one-to-one relationship with the customer. If a customer placed an order for a 
motorcycle sparkplug, the site would ask at the next opportunity whether he or she would also like a 
helmet, gloves, a truck ramp or tether straps. Customers ordering a cookbook were invited to also 
browse cupcake tins, baking pans and cooking ingredients. 

Why was Amazon able to do this? The answer lies in the crucial difference between the two approaches 
– it built a whole new platform that was capable of managing and interpreting a huge volume of 
customer data, enabling Amazon to forge customer relationships and be a main player in the new e-
commerce era.

At a crossroads
And that’s the essential question for utilities today: Do you want to be 
Amazon.com or Sears Roebuck? With the smart grid, meters will 
transmit customer data to you every 10 to 15 minutes or even in near-
real time -- a massive volume of data compared with the one piece of 
data per customer per month you traditionally receive. To turn that 
data into usable information and to use it as the basis of a customer 
relationship, you will need a robust solution to collect and manage the 
data, integrate it with other systems you already use, turn it into 
intelligence and apply it to capabilities you never could have when 
you had just one touchpoint with customers per month. 

The “Sears” of the utility world will implement smart meters, with the goal of automating their billing 
process – and that’s it. They will be satisfied with processing bills more quickly and accurately and won’t 
envision using customer data to learn more about how customers consume water and power. 

Meanwhile, the “Amazons” will plan to create demand response programs; design Web portals where 
customers can gain new insights into their energy and water usage; provide time-of-usage pricing or 
automatic rebates; detect water breaks or power outages in real time; and more. Along the way, they 
will boost customer service, increase energy efficiency and ultimately provide new roads to revenue and 
innovative ways to lower costs.

When “lightweight” is a mistake
Right now, with smart grids still evolving, the temptation is high to skip the platform and go right for the 
lighter-weight, seemingly less expensive and deceptively simpler approaches to getting a smart grid 
initiative up and running. The same temptations existed in the early phases of e-commerce. At that time, 
retailers – both old-school and new-wave -- had an array of databases from which to choose as the 
basis for their e-commerce engines. Those who chose the 
less robust technologies were fine at first, but when 
customers began transacting at higher volumes, the 
databases failed. They simply couldn’t scale during peak 
retail seasons or when a particular Web site saw sudden, 
viral success.    

Ebay was one of those companies. After a successful 
start, the online auctioneer hit a wall in 1999 with a series 
of system crashes that downed the site for hours at a time, 
costing the company millions of dollars and a decline in 
stock price, not to mention the tough job of rebuilding 
customer trust.  It learned the hard way that it needed to 
build its business on a platform that would enable it to 
architect the business requirements and processes 
required to handle heavy workloads. 

Not only could the heavier-weight databases handle a 
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higher number of transactions, but they also evolved to enable the kinds of data mining and analysis to 
turn customer data into intelligence and enable businesses to move from providing an electronic 
storefront to forging valuable customer relationships. 

Unfortunately, there are already cases of utilities that, after a successful smart meter pilot, have met 
with multiple failures after scaling up the installation to production mode. The systems they chose to 
drive their smart grid initiative could not scale their data collection capabilities from a pilot of a few 
thousand meters to millions. And when customers had questions or complaints about their utility bills 
with the new meters, the utilities had no insight into the cause – whether it was the meter itself, the 
connection to the network or something occurring at the customer site – because the system provided 
no ability to do anything with the data it collected. 

A new opportunity
For the first time, utilities have the chance to forge a real relationship with their customers, to see them 
as consumers of the services they offer rather than mere rate payers. But this can only happen with an 
integration platform at the center of their smart grid initiatives. 

With an integration platform, utilities have the basis to do the following types of activities: 

• Identify and incent heavy power customers to reduce peak-hour usage, thus avoiding the cost of 
building a new power plant. 

• Ensure compliance with local restrictions by alerting customers when they near usage caps.

• Encourage voluntary cutbacks by communicating with customers about their usage. 

• Perform targeted brownouts to avoid shutting down crucial operations and appliances. 

• Provide Web portals where customers can view power consumption over time and get early 
warnings of usage spikes.  

The utility industry is poised at a crossroads through which many businesses in many industries have 
already passed. The decision they face is not new: Whether to take the simple, unsophisticated path of 
automating a previously manual business process or the more scalable and transformative route of 
valuing their new access to customer data for what it’s really worth. After all, this data is a doorway into 
a new customer relationship and, ultimately, more lucrative business opportunities. 

Fortunately for utilities, it’s a matter of looking at the forerunners in other industries and choosing to 
follow in the footsteps of those that seem to have taken the best path. A close look will reveal that at the 
base of all the success stories lies a robust integration platform.  

Learn more about eMeter products and services at:
www.emeter.com

or contact us at (650) 227-7731
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