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Foreword

Background 

Smart meters offer consumers significant benefits over traditional meters, notably:

• an end to estimated billing and regular meter reading;

• a new level of control over energy consumption;

• easier and more informed switching of supplier.

The roll out of smart meters to UK gas and electricity consumers is to be completed by 2020, 
updating the country’s energy infrastructure. This is five years earlier than the EU deadline 
for completion of 2025. Smart meters are being installed by energy suppliers, and a range of 
different models exist, although all have to conform to the Smart Metering Equipment Technical 
Specification (SMETS). There are two versions of this – SMETS 1 meters are currently being 
installed, but more advanced SMETS 2 meters will be installed in future.
Potential issues

While smart meters clearly offer a number of benefits to consumers, the pattern and context 
of energy consumption differs across the UK. This lack of uniformity means certain groups of 
consumers may have particular needs that require addressing during the smart meter roll out. 
Where people live, the type of home they live in and how they pay for their energy may affect 
when they receive a smart meter, and what kind they will be offered.
In Scotland the greater level of rurality and the higher percentage of households on prepayment 
meters means that there is the potential for issues arising from the smart meter roll out to have a 
greater impact on Scottish consumers. 

The research project

In order to gain insight into these issues, the Consumer Futures Unit (CFU) commissioned CAG, 
along with Changeworks and the University of Edinburgh, to carry out research to examine how 
the roll out is being conducted, what the benefits for and barriers to consumers are, and to identify 
how the roll out is impacting Scotland in particular. The methodology employed included a review 
of the relevant literature, interviews with stakeholders representing 18 different organisations, 
a survey of 1000 Scottish households examining the knowledge, views and attitudes of 
Scottish consumers, and a stakeholder workshop held in March 2016, which was attended by 
representatives of DNOs, Government, Smart Energy GB and energy advice agencies.

Key findings 

The research findings include that: 

• the costs of the smart meter roll out are increasing beyond those initially projected;

• the pressure to meet the current deadline is increasing the costs of the roll out and the number
of lower functionality SMETS 1 meters being installed;
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• the roll out has the potential to benefit consumers on prepayment meters, of which Scotland
has a higher proportion;

• while certain households will have to wait longer for a smart meter, due to installation
difficulties, the increased likelihood of receiving a SMETS 2 meter, with its greater functionality,
means this is not necessarily a disadvantage;

• only SMETS 2 meters have the ability to notify the Distribution Network Operator of power
outages, which are far more common in rural areas, and this function has the potential to
provide rural consumers with greater security;

• for certain property types there is currently no smart meter solution, and it is unclear what
tariffs and service will be available to these householders in 2020;

• there are risks that installation will leave consumers whose gas appliances are condemned with
expensive, temporary alternatives or none at all.

Key recommendations 

The report makes recommendations about the timing and pattern of the smart meter roll out:

• The key findings above suggest the 2020 deadline will have a negative impact on consumers,
and greater flexibility would be beneficial. The report therefore recommends that the EU target
of achieving 80% of smart meter installs by 2020 and 100% by 2025 is adopted instead. The
CFU supports this recommendation, and calls on DECC to consider adopting the 2025
deadline in order to ensure the best outcomes for consumers in the medium and long
term.

• Of particular relevance to Scottish consumers is the recommendation that Ofgem should
work with suppliers to minimise the installation of SMETS 1 meters in rural households, as
SMETS 2 meters have the potential to provide rural consumers with greater security, and the
opportunity to ensure rural households benefit fully should not be missed.

The report also highlights that there is room for more to be done to support vulnerable customers 
through and beyond the installation process. Government and suppliers should work together to:

• provide support for vulnerable consumers whose gas appliances are condemned as part of the
installation visit;

• ensure friendly credit and low credit alerts are available for consumers on prepayment meters;

• make certain vulnerable consumers receive a follow up phone around two weeks after
installation to check everything is working and offer advice;

• explore opportunities to connect third parties (housing associations, health care providers,
charities etc) with consumers’ energy data to allow provision of tailored support and advice.
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The CFU believes that there can be a role for both Scottish and UK Governments in 
providing support to vulnerable groups of consumers. The UK Government can work with 
suppliers to ensure that adequate procedures are in place to support vulnerable consumers at the 
time of installation and afterwards. Both Governments can work with advice providers, including 
CAS, its Extra Help Unit and Consumer Helpline, to ensure that available advice and support is 
promoted well, so all consumers can benefit fully from smart meters, and avoid any detriment 
being caused by the change.

This report provides timely and robust evidence about the current state of the smart meter roll out 
programme, and points to measures that can be taken to improve the outcomes for consumers, 
making the most of the opportunity smart meters present. The CFU will work with all stakeholders 
to promote the recommendations it makes.

David Moyes
Energy Policy Officer



5

Smart Move: Taking stock of the smart meter rollout programme in Scotland

Smart Move: Taking stock of the smart meter rollout 
programme in Scotland

A report for the Consumer Futures Unit by CAG Consultants in association with 
Changeworks and the University of Edinburgh

June 2016

To contact CAG Consultants: 
CAG CONSULTANTS
150 Minories
London EC3N 1LS 
Tel 020 8555 6126
Fax 020 7900 1868 
hq@cagconsult.co.uk
www.cagconsultants.co.uk 

CAG Consultants
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support, research and analysis, policy advice and training in a wide range of fields relating to 
sustainable development and climate change.  We have practitioners in stakeholder & community 
involvement, regeneration, evaluation, economics and regulatory affairs. We deliver high quality, 
innovative and thoughtful work for our clients, who include government departments, local 
authorities, public agencies, the NHS and regeneration and community planning partnerships 
across the UK. We pride ourselves on our strong ethical approach and our commitment to social 
justice and improving and protecting the environment. 
CAG Consultants’ Quality Management System is approved to the Quality Guild standard. For 
more information, see www.cagconsultants.co.uk 

Legal notice

© 2016 CAG Consult LLP, trading as CAG Consultants – all rights reserved. The contents of this 
proposal constitute the sole and exclusive property of CAG Consultants. CAG Consultants retains 
all right, title and interest, including without limitation copyright, in or to any CAG Consultants 
trademarks, technologies, methodologies, products, analyses, software and know-how included 
or arising out of this proposal or used in connection with the preparation of this proposal. No 
license under any copyright is hereby granted or implied. The contents of this proposal are 
of a commercially sensitive and confidential nature and intended solely for the review and 
consideration of the person or entity to which it is addressed.  No other use is permitted and the 
addressee undertakes not to disclose all or part of this proposal to any third party (including but 
not limited, where applicable, pursuant to the Freedom of Information Act 2000) without the 
prior written consent of the Company Secretary of CAG Consultants.
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Glossary

DECC UK Government Department for Energy and Climate Change, the department 
responsible for the smart meter rollout.

DNO Distribution Network Operator. DNOs own and operate the distribution network of 
towers and cables that bring electricity from the national transmission network to 
homes and businesses.

EAS Energy Action Scotland. A charity campaigning for an end to fuel poverty in 
Scotland.

Energy UK The trade association for the UK energy industry.

EST Energy Saving Trust. In Scotland, EST are involved in the delivery of a number of 
energy efficiency and fuel poverty schemes on behalf of Scottish Government.

Go Live The date the main smart meter rollout will commence.

HAN Home Area Network - a local network which enables digital devices (smart meters 
and IHDs) to communicate with each other. They are individual to each premise to 
protect customers’ privacy and data.

IHD In home display – a small electronic device that provides those with a smart meter 
with information on their energy consumption.

NEA National Energy Action. The sister charity to Energy Action Scotland, working 
across the rest of the UK to end fuel poverty.

PSR Priority Services Register – a register of vulnerable customers held by energy 
suppliers and DNOs.

Ofgem The Office of Gas and Electricity Markets – the regulator of the energy industry.

Smart DCC Smart Data Communications Company – licensed by Government to establish 
and manage the data and communications network to connect smart meters to 
the business systems of energy suppliers, network operators and other authorised 
service users of the network.

Smart 
Energy GB

The official national marketing and engagement campaign for the smart meter 
rollout.

SMETS Smart metering equipment technical specification, developed by Government.  
SMETS 1 meters are currently being installed. SMETS 2 meters (which have a more 
advanced specification) will be installed once the main rollout commences.
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SMiCoP Smart Meter Installation Code of Practice - a licence-backed Code of Practice 
governing the installation of smart meters, designed to make sure that the 
customer receives a high standard of service throughout the installation process, 
and knows how to use, and benefit from, the smart metering equipment.

WAN Wide Area Network - a telecommunications network or computer network that 
extends over a large geographical area. A WAN will be used to transmit smart 
meter data to the energy companies and other organisations licensed to access 
the data.
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Executive Summary 

This report presents the findings of research, commissioned by Citizens Advice Scotland and carried 

out by CAG Consultants, in conjunction with Changeworks and the University of Edinburgh. The 

research sought to examine the smart meter rollout in Scotland to-date, including consumer attitudes, 

costs, benefits and barriers, particularly as they relate to vulnerable households. The research involved 

a literature review, stakeholder interviews and an omnibus survey, plus a workshop with key 

stakeholders to ‘sense-check’ the initial findings and draft recommendations.  

Key findings 

Costs 

The costs of the smart meter rollout will be shared out between energy consumers and should, 

therefore, be no different for Scottish customers than for GB customers.  However, the costs of the 

rollout are increasing overall, due largely to delays in the development of the smart meter 

communications infrastructure and due to increased numbers of foundation (SMETS 1) meters being 

installed than was originally planned. Costs to all consumers will therefore increase. 

Benefits 

Most of the intended benefits of smart meters apply equally across GB and to all households, such as 

accurate billing and the ability to see, for the first time, how much energy is being used and what this is 

costing.  However, certain intended benefits of the smart meter rollout apply particularly to Scottish 

consumers and/or to vulnerable households.  For example:  

 Accurate billing and avoiding the need for meter readings will be of particular benefit to 

vulnerable households (though it should be noted that meters will still have to be visited for 

safety reasons every five years). 

 Access to a wider range of tariffs could also be of particular benefit to vulnerable households.  

There are indications that smart prepay customers may pay less than credit customers (they 

currently pay more). Scotland has a higher proportion of prepay customers than GB as a whole, 

and this group are more likely to be fuel poor.   

 Energy advice will be offered as part of the install visit. This could be of particular benefit to 

Scottish customers if the advice also refers to the various energy efficiency schemes that are 

available in Scotland.  Vulnerable customers who are struggling with their energy costs may 

benefit the most from this advice (though this group would also need tailored advice and follow-

up support to gain maximum benefit). 

 Access to off-peak and time-of-use tariffs could be of particular benefit to Scottish consumers, a 

disproportionate number of whom have electric storage heaters (which are designed to use off -

peak electricity generation). There is also considerable potential in Scotland to link tariffs to 

local generation, e.g. cheaper electricity when generation from wind turbines is high.   

http://www.cagconsultants.co.uk/
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Barriers  

There are three types of barriers to benefitting from smart meters: 

 Barriers to being offered a smart meter. Some households will have to wait longer for a smart 

meter, for technical reasons, e.g. those requiring dual-band hubs (typically those in flats) or 

those requiring off-peak tariffs.  However, since there are some advantages to having SMETS 2 

(rather than a SMETS 1) meters, which will be only available later, we do not believe this is 

necessarily a disadvantage.  Until all the different technical solutions are available, some 

customers may find they have installs aborted when an installer discovers they cannot install a 

meter for technical reasons (e.g. if a dual-band hub is required).  This could be inconvenient, 

particularly for vulnerable households. 

 Barriers to accepting a smart meter. The findings from this research suggest that Scottish 

households are as likely to accept a smart meter as those in the rest of GB, and there is nothing 

to suggest that vulnerable customers are less likely to be aware of smart meters.  However, 

certain groups (particularly those over the age of 65) are less likely to want to have a smart 

meter.   

 Barriers to benefitting from a smart meter once one has been fitted. Certain groups of 

vulnerable households may struggle to use their IHD, such as those with limited 

numeracy/literacy or technical skills. Some work is ongoing to address such issues, e.g. 

Citizens Advice, RNIB and others are working on smart meters for the partially sighted.    

Key risks 

The research also identified the following key risks for vulnerable households:  

 For households who do not, by 2020, have a smart meter (either through choice or because 

there is no technical solution) it is unclear what tariffs/service will be available to them. The 

costs of serving prepay customers on legacy meters will be considerable and it will be important 

to ensure that these customers do not end up having to pay higher prices.  

 Customers who have not submitted regular meter readings and whose bills have been 

underestimating their consumption can face a bill shock when their smart meter is installed.  

 There is a risk that customers who are concerned about their energy costs will ration their 

energy and/or self-disconnect when faced with a regular reminder about the cost of their energy 

use. 

 As part of the gas smart meter install, installers will have an obligation to condemn any gas 

appliances that are found to be dangerous.  This could leave vulnerable households without 

heating or the means of cooking and without the prospect of getting their appliance replaced.  

Many suppliers will provide a means of emergency heating (though there is no requirement on 

them to do so), but this will be expensive on-peak electric heating.  

 Technical problems with smart meters or connectivity problems with the WAN could leave 

prepay customers unable to top-up and without power.  
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Recommendations 

The report makes a series of recommendations for actions that would maximise the benefits and 

minimise the barriers and risks of the smart meter rollout.  These are split by those that are specific to 

Scotland - and which have relevance for Citizens Advice Scotland - and those that are GB-wide.   

For Scotland, the recommendations include: 

1. The Citizens Advice service in Scotland, as part of its role as the consumer energy watchdog, 

has partnered with Smart Energy GB to provide advice to consumers on smart meters. 

Additional Scottish agencies should become more involved in raising awareness of smart 

meters, whilst ensuring that messages about the rollout are clear and accurate.  

2. Customers (particularly vulnerable customers) should be signposted to sources of help and 

support on energy efficiency and fuel poverty, of which there are more in Scotland than in the 

rest of GB. 

3. Vulnerable customers should be provided with additional support in the use of their IHD. 

4. The introduction of new time-of-use tariffs that could benefit Scottish consumers should be 

encouraged, e.g. making use of peaks in energy generation from Scottish renewable energy 

installations.   

5. Ofgem and suppliers should work to ensure that the installation of SMETS 1 meters (which do 

not notify DNOs of power outages) is minimised in rural households (which are at greater risk of 

power cuts). 

The following recommendations are GB-wide: 

1. Moving to the EU target of achieving 80% of smart meter installs by 2020 and 100% by 2025 

may significantly increase the cost-effectiveness of the rollout by reducing the number of 

SMETS 1 meters that have to be installed and reducing wage inflation for installers.  

2. There is scope for more partnership working with third parties to increase take up of smart 

meters.  Communication should be about the long-term implications and benefits of smart 

meters for demand side response, and it should be made clear that smart meters are not 

compulsory. All communication should make clear to consumers what the implications will be if 

they choose a SMETS 1 meter in terms of then switching supplier. Work needs to be done to 

ensure that social and private sector tenants are confident that they have the right to say yes 

and to switch the meter.    

3. In relation to the install visit, government and energy suppliers need to work together to develop 

a support mechanism for situations in which a vulnerable household has a gas appliance 

condemned as part of their smart meter visit.  In addition, either at the installation visit or as part 

of the process of booking the appointment, customers should be invited to sign up to the 

supplier’s Priority Services Register.  

4. After the installation; suppliers should be required to give all their vulnerable customers (as 

identified by the PSR or as suggested by the installer) a follow-up phone call around two weeks 

after the smart meter install to check everything is working and to see if they have any queries.  

5. Once smart meters have been installed, for vulnerable households, opportunities should be 

explored for third parties (such as housing provider, health care providers, community 
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organisation, charity, relative or carer) to remotely monitor that household’s energy use (with 

their permission) for self-disconnection and to provide tailored advice.  

6. Suppliers should be encouraged to offer friendly credit and low credit alerts  for prepay 

customers on in-home displays. Adequate time should be allowed to robustly test that the 

prepayment solution works with the DCC.  

7. Consideration must be given to how innovative new time-of-use tariffs can be encouraged, 

particularly for lower income/vulnerable customers.  There is considerable potential in Scotland 

to link up such tariffs with local energy generation.  

8. Given the lack of a regionally based approach to the rollout, where possible suppliers should be 

strongly encouraged to work collaboratively to co-ordinate installations in particular areas.  

9. The DECC impact assessment should outline and clarify how, in the longer term, costs for non-

smart meter customers will work and how risks, particularly for vulnerable households, of higher 

costs/lower service can be minimised.  

10. SMEs will need an ongoing package of support to enable them to act on their data to reduce 

energy demand. In addition, technical solutions are needed to provide smart metering for micro -

businesses on sub-meters. 

11. DNOs should be required/enabled to work co-operatively with suppliers to enable them to 

proactively address any issues with meters that may be a barrier to install (such as asbestos or 

electrical problems), rather than waiting for each household issue to be reported to them. 

12. Fuel poor customers should be engaged in trials of new technologies related to smart grids, and 

in the design of those trials. However, there must be safeguards in place to ensure that they 

can't be financially worse off as a result of participating in such trials. 
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Introduction 

1.1 Aims of the research 

This report presents the findings from a review of the smart meter rollout in Scotland, which was carried 

out by a consortium led by CAG Consultants, and also including Changeworks and the University of 

Edinburgh, on behalf of Citizens Advice Scotland (CAS). The aims of the project were to: 

1. provide an appraisal of the evidence so far on the costs and benefits of smart meters for 

consumers, industry and Government, with any differences in these factors in Scotland being 

identified where possible;  

2. analyse the main barriers to the smart meter rollout and how the benefits in general might be 

realised, identifying any differences in Scotland; 

3. identify Scottish consumers’ attitudes to the smart meter rollout and how they have been 

changing, including customer concerns and the potential barriers that might prevent a 

household accepting a smart meter; and 

4. identify the full range of issues likely to stem from the rollout of smart meters in Scotland and 

make suggestions about how any barriers might be overcome, with attention given to those 

groups of consumers at risk of not benefiting in full from the rollout.  

1.2 Importance of the research questions  

The smart meter rollout is of direct interest to Citizens Advice Scotland (CAS) in their statutory role of 

representing consumers in the energy market. The projected consumer-related benefits are central to 

the rationale for the rollout. Such benefits include: 

 more accurate billing for consumers; 

 consumers being provided with more visible and near real-time information about their energy 

usage, thereby encouraging more energy efficient behaviours; and 

 consumers being able to switch more readily between suppliers, tariffs and payment methods. 

As a result of consumers using energy more efficiently and suppliers passing through net cost savings 

to them, DECC has projected that the rollout will reduce the average household energy bill by £26 in 

2020 and by £43 in 2030. The average dual-fuel non-domestic property is expected to realise bill 

savings of approximately £200 in 2020 and £174 in 20301. As well as contributing to reductions in 

greenhouse gas emissions, this would also help the UK and Scottish Governments work towards their 

fuel poverty ambitions.  

Smart meters need to be understood within the context of the wider move towards a smart power 

system in the UK, built around greater interconnection, storage and demand flexibility.  The National 

                                                      
1
 DECC (2014) Smart meter rollout for the domestic and small and medium non-domestic sectors (GB): Impact 

Assessment 

http://www.cagconsultants.co.uk/
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Infrastructure Commission have estimated that a smart power system, of which smart meters will be a 

key part, could save consumers up to £8 billion a year by 2030, help the UK meet its 2050 carbon 

targets, and secure the UK’s energy supply for generations2 

However, CAS and others working in the field of customer protection, energy efficiency and fuel poverty 

alleviation have a number of concerns related to the equity and lasting impact of the smart meter rollout.  

With increasing numbers of smart meters having been installed (enabling evidence to be gathered on 

their actual, rather than predicted, impact) and with the smart meter rollout planned to begin in earnest 

this year, CAS believe it is a good time to take stock of the smart meter rollout in Scotland to-date and 

to explore some critical issues. These issues are highlighted below. 

1.2.1 Costs 

Various organisations have voiced their concern about the potential for the costs of the rollout to go 

significantly beyond those initially projected.  For example, a 2014 National Audit Office report3 listed a 

number of risks that could result in escalating costs, including people’s reluctance to get smart meters, 

outstanding technical issues, the readiness of suppliers, network operators and the supply chain, plus 

the ‘robustness’ of data security and privacy arrangements.  

Which? has also urged the Government to curb the costs of the rollout. It believes the Government 

needs to put in place tighter controls to ensure that suppliers pass on all of their cost savings to their 

customers and that customers aren't left out of pocket if costs escalate. It also thinks there are several 

ways in which the rollout cost could be reduced4. 

This research pulls together the latest evidence and thinking related to the costs of the smart meter 

rollout and identifies any differences in these factors in Scotland.  

1.2.2 Impacts on energy use 

A range of doubts have been expressed about whether the impact of smart meters on energy use will 

be significant or lasting.  Smart Energy GB’s research5 has found that the majority of smart meter 

customers have taken steps to use less energy.  However, research conducted last year for DECC6 

found that, although almost all smart meter customers had plugged in their In Home Display (IHD) at 

some point, only around 60% still had it plugged in at the time of the research (the 2-3% reduction in 

energy use that is predicted as a result of having a smart meter installed is based on the assumption 

that householders will make continued use of the information provided by the IHD). This suggests that a 

considerable portion of the population, may not achieve substantial savings as a result of having a 

smart meter, and highlights the need for suppliers to be proactive in seeking to ensure that IHDs are 

used by consumers. 

In addition, the impact of smart meters on vulnerable customers is unknown (as pointed out by the 

Public Accounts Committee7) and there are concerns that it may cause those on pre-pay meters (a 

group traditionally poorly served by the energy market) who are struggling to pay their energy bills to 

self-disconnect more frequently. Smart Energy GB is undertaking a range of partnership marketing 

                                                      
2
 National Infrastructure Commission (2016) Smart Power 

3
 National Audit Office (2014) Update on preparations for smart meters  

4
 http://www.which.co.uk/consumer-rights/problem/do-i-have-to-accept-a-smart-meter#link-2  

5
 Smart Energy GB Outlook Reports (published biannually) 

6
 DECC (2015) Smart Meter Early Learning Project, Consumer survey and qualitative research,  

7
 Public Accounts Committee (2015) Update on preparations for smart metering  

http://www.which.co.uk/consumer-rights/problem/do-i-have-to-accept-a-smart-meter#link-2
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activity, which will engage low-income, prepayment and potentially vulnerable people to ensure that 

they can realise the full benefits of smart meters8.  

This project pulls together the latest evidence in terms of the actual impacts of smart meters on energy 

use. 

1.2.3 Benefits 

There are concerns that the potential benefits of the smart meter rollout may not be fully realised 

because of the lack of integration with other energy-related activity that involves engaging consumers 

and businesses.  For example, in Scotland there are a number of programmes offering energy efficiency 

measures and advice to householders (such as the Home Energy Efficiency Programmes for Scotland) 

and the smart meter rollout is being implemented entirely independently of such schemes. Recent 

research undertaken for Citizens Advice puts forward a model of how local (including Scotland-wide, or 

local authority-based) schemes could work with energy suppliers, including a series of options exploring 

opportunities to provide extra support to vulnerable households in connection with the smart meter 

rollout
9
.  

This research pulls together the latest evidence and thinking related to the benefits of the smart meter 

rollout and highlights particular factors that relate to Scotland.  

1.2.4 Barriers to the rollout 

It is possible that some of the most vulnerable customers may have to wait the longest to get a smart 

meter.  Scotland has a high proportion of rural homes (around 20%) and the proportion of households in 

rural Scotland which are classed as living in extreme fuel poverty (households which spend more than 

20% of their income on household fuel) is around double the proportion in the rest of Scotland
10

.  Those 

in rural areas are likely to have to wait the longest for a smart meter and some households in remote 

rural areas may not be able to have a smart meter at all due to the costs and difficulties of connecting 

such households to the data network. The rural nature of large parts of Scotland may mean that this 

barrier will have a disproportionate impact on Scotland. 

There are other significant barriers to the rollout, which may also have a disproportionate impact on 

Scotland, such as difficulties in setting up Home Area Networks (HANs) in flats, particularly those with 

solid walls. Scotland has a higher proportion of flats than the rest of Great Britain. 

CAS is concerned that these and other barriers risk permanently excluding some consumers from 

realising the benefits of smarter grid technologies. 

This research pulls together the latest information on the progress of the rollout to date, the barriers to 

installation and how these relate specifically to Scotland.  

1.2.5 Attitudes 

There is, at present, limited information available on how Scottish consumers feel about smart meters 

and what barriers might prevent them from accepting a smart meter.  Smart Energy GB provides GB-

wide information on consumers’ attitudes but only limited data is broken down by nation or region 

(unfortunately the full data behind their reports is not publicly available and cannot  be released).   

                                                      
8
 https://www.smartenergygb.org/en/the-bigger-picture/about-smart-energy-gb/press-centre/press-releases/press-

release-folder/smart-energy-gb-in-communities  
9
 Citizens Advice (2015) Closer to Home  

https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/Global/CitizensAdvice/essential%20services%20publications/Closer-to-home-
report.pdf  
10

 Scottish Government (2015) Rural Scotland Key Facts 2015 www.gov.scot/Resource/0047/00473312.pdf  

https://www.smartenergygb.org/en/the-bigger-picture/about-smart-energy-gb/press-centre/press-releases/press-release-folder/smart-energy-gb-in-communities
https://www.smartenergygb.org/en/the-bigger-picture/about-smart-energy-gb/press-centre/press-releases/press-release-folder/smart-energy-gb-in-communities
https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/Global/CitizensAdvice/essential%20services%20publications/Closer-to-home-report.pdf
https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/Global/CitizensAdvice/essential%20services%20publications/Closer-to-home-report.pdf
http://www.gov.scot/Resource/0047/00473312.pdf
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This research provides an up-to-date picture of Scottish consumers’ attitudes to smart meters, how 

these are changing and any consequential potential barriers to installation or opportunities to improve 

delivery.  
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Methodology  

1.3 Research questions 

Table 0.1 presents the key research questions. 

Table 0.1: Research questions 

Known and projected costs and benefits 

What are the costs and benefits of smart meters for consumers (householders & SMEs), industry and 

Government? 

What are the factors affecting these costs? 

Are there any differences in these factors in Scotland compared to the rest of the UK? 

What is the breakdown of costs and benefits by nation/region? 

Smart meter rollout – experience to date 

What has worked well so far? 

What has not worked well so far? 

Have there been any unintended consequences from the rollout? 

Barriers to smart meter rollout 

What are the main barriers to the smart meter rollout? 

Are any of these barriers of particular relevance or significance to Scotland? 

How are the barriers being overcome? 

How might the benefits of the rollout best be realised? 

Scottish consumer attitudes 

What are current attitudes to the smart meter rollout? 

How have these attitudes been changing? 

What issues are consumers concerned about? 

What barriers might prevent a household accepting a smart meter? 

Recommendations 

How might the barriers to the rollout of smart meters in Scotland be overcome?  

How can the rollout be modified to ensure that those groups of consumers in Scotland who are at risk of 

being left behind, benefit in full from the rollout? 

 

Please see Appendix A for an overview of the sources of information used to address these questions. 

These sources are summarised below. 
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1.4 Literature review 

The main sources for the literature review were: 

 reports produced by the UK Government and its agencies including Ofgem and Smart Energy 

GB; 

 literature produced by other agencies working in this field including Citizens Advice, Energy UK 

and Energy Saving Trust; and 

 academic and non-academic literature related to smart meter trials. 

The literature search was conducted by Dr Martin Pullinger from the University of Edinburgh, with each 

potential source considered for its relevance to the key research areas listed in Table 0.1. The resulting 

literature list is included in Appendix B.  

1.5 Stakeholder interviews 

Given the emerging evidence in this field, and the relative lack of evaluation evidence in relation to the 

actual impacts of smart-meters on householders, it was considered important to supplement the 

literature review with stakeholder interviews.  These were used to generate qualitative evidence with 

regards to the costs and benefits of the smart meter rollout in Scotland, likely barriers to the rollout, who 

is least likely to benefit from the rollout, and options for overcoming barriers and ensuring that all groups 

benefit.  The research team interviewed representatives from 18 organisations in total, including 

Government, Ofgem, energy suppliers (large and small), DNOs, smart meter infrastructure 

organisations and other organisations with interests in cutting energy costs for customers. 

To encourage candour and openness, interviewees were assured that their responses would remain 

anonymous. No stakeholder views have therefore been attributed in this report without permission of 

the stakeholder. Instead, stakeholder responses are simply numbered.  

1.6 Omnibus survey 

In order to determine the current knowledge, views and attitudes of Scottish consumers towards smart 

meters, and to understand the barriers to take up from a consumer perspective, primary data was 

collected from Scottish households via a survey. Previous research undertaken by DECC on consumer 

attitudes towards smart meters11 provides a wide range of data on attitudes at UK level. By replicating 

these questions for a Scottish audience the survey generated up-to-date data for Scotland, allowing 

comparisons with the previous DECC research. The survey was conducted by an independent market 

research company and was conducted online with a representative sample of just over 1,000 

households. 

The survey results were obtained via a research panel. Respondents were offered a financial incentive 

to undertake the survey.  The survey method used quotas to ensure that responses were representative 

of age, gender and socio-economic group for Scotland, based on data obtained from the 2011 

Census.  The data was not required to be weighted as a representative sample was achieved.   

                                                      
11

 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/quantitative-research-into-public-awareness-attitudes-and-experience-
of-smart-meters-wave-4  

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/quantitative-research-into-public-awareness-attitudes-and-experience-of-smart-meters-wave-4
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/quantitative-research-into-public-awareness-attitudes-and-experience-of-smart-meters-wave-4
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The survey data is representative of the population of Scotland as a whole, although there is a slight 

under-representation in the Highlands and Islands, Mid Scotland and South Scotland along with a slight 

over-representation in Central Scotland and North East Scotland.  Despite these minor differences, the 

survey sample is a good match to the 2011 Census and results can therefore be considered to be 

generalisable to the Scottish population.  

1.7 Stakeholder workshop 

Key stakeholders, including representatives from energy suppliers, DNOs, the Scottish Government, 

DECC, Smart Energy GB and energy advice agencies, attended a workshop in mid-March 2016.  At this 

workshop, the findings and draft recommendations were presented and discussed, and participants’ 

comments and suggestions have been incorporated into the final report.  
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Policy context and delivery structure 

1.8 Policy context 

The UK Government has a manifesto commitment to ‘ensure that every home and business in the 

country is offered a smart meter by 2020, delivered as cos t effectively as possible’12. Smart meters are 

the next generation of gas and electricity meters.  They send data directly to energy suppliers about the 

amount of energy a customer is using, thus negating the need for meter readings or estimated billing.  

Consumers with smart meters will be offered an in-home display (IHD)13 that lets them see how much 

energy they are using and what it will cost. This is intended to give consumers more control over their 

energy use and to help them save energy and money. Third party devices (named Consumer Access 

Devices, CADs), such as enhanced IHDs and more advanced home automation services, are also 

envisaged. These will enable other services for consumers through utilising smart meters and the data 

they transmit. 

Smart meters form part of the UK Government’s plan for upgrading Great Britain’s energy system , 

laying the foundation for moving to a lower carbon economy and a secure energy supply. It is 

anticipated that the smart meter rollout will see 53 million gas and electricity meters installed, involving 

visits to 30 million homes and small businesses.  

1.9 Delivery partners 

The UK Government has set the targets and established roles and responsibilities for the national 

rollout of smart meters. DECC is leading and monitoring the rollout across Great Britain. 

The national energy regulator Ofgem is responsible for making sure consumers are protected during 

the smart meter installation and beyond. Its duty is to ensure that the energy suppliers stick to the 

standards set out in the Smart Metering Installation Code of Practice (SMICoP) and it is also 

responsible for regulating the Data Communications Company, Smart DCC (see below). Ofgem is 

responsible for the governance of the Smart Energy Code, which Smart DCC, the energy suppliers and 

the network operators have signed up to. 

Smart DCC provide the communications infrastructure that handles smart meter data.  It ensures that 

smart meters send the right information to ensure bills are accurate. Smart DCC is a wholly-owned 

subsidiary of Capita plc. It is intended that the data and communications infrastructure will operate 

consistently for all consumers, regardless of their energy supplier.   

The energy suppliers are responsible for supplying and fitting smart meters and are required to take all 

reasonable steps to install them for everyone. They must abide by the rules and regulations set out in 

the SMiCoP, including making sure people are informed about smart meters and know how to control 

their data. Each supplier is responsible for developing their own plans for reaching all of their 

customers.  Some energy suppliers are using their own employees to fit smart meters, others are 

subcontracting this to third parties and some a combination of the two approaches. Energy suppliers 

                                                      
12

 DECC (2015) Fourth annual progress report on the rollout of smart meters 
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/477258/Smart_Meters_Implementation
_Programme_Annual_Report_2015.pdf  
13

 DECC are currently exploring options for alternatives to IHDs, including apps for tablets/mobile phones 

http://www.capita.co.uk/
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/477258/Smart_Meters_Implementation_Programme_Annual_Report_2015.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/477258/Smart_Meters_Implementation_Programme_Annual_Report_2015.pdf
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also have to make sure that the smart meters they supply meet the UK Government’s Smart Metering 

Equipment Technical Specifications (SMETS).  

The DNOs have to respond to any network-related issues that arise during smart meter installations.  

This might include, for example, having to remove asbestos before a smart meter is installed.  They are 

also upgrading their IT systems so that they can use smart meter data to manage their networks more 

efficiently. 

Smart Energy GB is a not-for-profit national campaign for the smart meter rollout, with responsibility for 

marketing and engagement. Its role is to help everyone in Great Britain understand smart meters, the 

national rollout and how to use their new meters to better understand their gas and electricity use and 

identify ways to reduce it. It is also tasked with ensuring that customers are properly informed and 

listened to.  

1.10  Key technical details regarding the rollout 

An overview of the smart metering communications system is provided in Figure 0.1. 

Smart DCC is managing the delivery of the WAN across Great Britain to provide 99.5% coverage of 

households in the North Region (which includes Scotland) and 99.25% coverage of households in 

Central and South Regions by 2020, working with its Communication Service Providers, Arqiva (North 

Region) and Telefonica (South Region). 

Every home and small non-domestic premise reached by the roll-out will have smart electricity and gas 

meters, an IHD and a communication hub installed. These will be installed by the energy suppliers, a 

decision made partly because they have a direct relationship with their customers. They will also be 

either designed or procured by the individual suppliers independently, to be compatible with the SMETS 

standards. Smart meters and IHDs connect into the HAN, which can then connect via the 

communications hub to the WAN in order to send messages between energy suppliers and smart 

meters.  

Large numbers of consumers have already had smart meters fitted. According to Smart Energy GB, by 

September 2015 1.6 million smart meters had been installed14. These are the ‘foundation meters’ 

(SMETS 1). New generation meters (SMETS 2) will be installed in homes and small non-domestic 

premises once the DCC service is rolled out. Initially, only SMETS 2 meters will work with the DCC 

solution but SMETS 1 meters will be adopted and enrolled into DCC services at a later date to ensure 

that these customers continue to benefit from smart services. Table 0.1 summarises the differences in 

functionality between the two types of meter. 

                                                      
14

 Smart Energy GB Smart energy outlook report – September 2015 
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Table 0.1: Summary of SMETS 1 and SMETS 2 meter functionality 

Services SMETS 1 meters SMETS 2 meters 

In home display  Yes Yes 

Accurate billing and no need 
for meter reading 

Yes Yes 

Automatic interoperability with 
other suppliers via the WAN 

Not until SMETS 1 meters are adopted onto the 
WAN (due to be by 2020).  In meantime, 
customers wishing to switch are likely to lose 
the smart functionality of their meter. 

Yes 

Informs DNO of power outage No Yes 

 

The communications hubs that will be rolled-out from 2016 will have a single band 2.4 GHz HAN 

frequency. This is similar radio technology to wifi and is expected to work in around 70% of properties.  

In some properties, where the meters are far away from the communications hub (for example, installed 

in the basement of a tall block of flats or separated by thick walls) it might be difficult for the 

communications hub to receive and read messages using the 2.4Ghz frequency.  Future HAN 

development will allow the communications hub to operate an additional frequency range to improve in-

home connectivity. This will be achieved with a dual band (2.4 GHz and 868 MHz) frequency 

communications hub.  

A further estimated 3.5% of properties (those where the dual band does not provide sufficient range 

between the meter and IHD – e.g. particular blocks of flats) will need another, as yet unidentified 

solution, which is expected to be ready by 2018.   

There is no smart meter solution yet identified for the 0.5% of properties which won’t be covered by 

DCC.  

A breakdown of the different categories of property is shown in Figure 0.2 below. 
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Figure 0.1: Smart metering communications system15 

 

Figure 0.2: Smart meter requirements – breakdown of property types16 

 

 

 

                                                      
15

 Taken from DCC factsheet 
https://www.smartdcc.co.uk/media/338770/15574_building_a_smart_metering_network_v3.pdf  
16

 https://www.smartdcc.co.uk/media/341298/15595_dcc_fact_sheet-coverage_v7.pdf plus stakeholders 1, 2, 18 

https://www.smartdcc.co.uk/media/338770/15574_building_a_smart_metering_network_v3.pdf
https://www.smartdcc.co.uk/media/341298/15595_dcc_fact_sheet-coverage_v7.pdf
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Findings 

1.11 Known and projected costs and benefits 

“We’re designing a network for the future, which we hope will revolutionise the energy system and 

beyond.17”  

1.11.1 Projected costs and benefits 

In January 2014, DECC published its impact assessment of the smart meter rollout for the domestic and 

small and medium non-domestic sectors
18

. This calculated the total net present value of the rollout to be 

£6.14bn, broken down as follows: 

Costs: 

 In-Home Displays (IHDs), smart meters, their installation and operation amount to £6.36bn;  

 DCC related costs, including communications hubs provision, amount to £2.47bn; 

 energy suppliers’ and other industry’s IT systems costs amount to £0.79bn; and 

 industry governance, organisational and administration costs, energy pavement reading 

inefficiency (increased costs of reading legacy, non-smart, meters) and other costs amount to 

£1.30bn.  

Benefits: 

 total consumer benefits amount to £5.73bn, including savings from reduced energy 

consumption (£5.69bn), and microgeneration (£36m); 

 total supplier benefits amount to £8.26bn and include, amongst others, avoided site visits 

(£2.97bn) and reduced inquiries and customer overheads (£1.19bn); 

 total network benefits amount to £0.99bn and generation benefits to £851m; 

 carbon-related benefits amount to £1.21bn; and 

 air quality improvements amount to £95m. 

For the individual householder/microbusiness, an average 2.8% reduction in electricity use, 2% 

reduction in gas (credit) and 0.5% reduction in gas (prepay) is forecast, giving the average household a 

£26 annual saving on their gas and electricity bill in 2020. The average dual-fuel non-domestic premise 

is expected to realise bill savings of around £200 in 2020.   

                                                      
17

 Stakeholder 16 
18 DECC (2014a) Smart meter rollout for the domestic and small and medium non-domestic sectors (GB) Impact 

Assessment 
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Further non-monetised benefits for consumers are forecast by DECC, including avoiding debt 

accumulation, easier supplier and tariff switching from credit to pre-payment and vice versa, and access 

to time of use tariffs. 

DECC is due to be producing an updated impact assessment later this year – and recognises that close 

monitoring of both costs and benefits will be necessary19.  

1.11.2 Actual costs and benefits 

Several stakeholders referred to the fact that the impact assessment is now out of date and suggested 

that the next impact assessment will show increased costs, stemming primarily from the delay in getting 

the WAN up and running, and the increased numbers of SMETS 1 meters that are being installed20.   

“There is an urgent need to see an updated impact assessment which reflects changing costs in the 

rollout in light of delays to the DCC “go-live” and additional information from early findings on customer 

experience.” 21 

1.11.2.1 Consumers - costs 

There will be no upfront, separate cost to domestic consumers for smart meters or standard IHDs . 

These will be recovered through the bills of all customers (whether or not they choose to have a smart 

meter) over time. One stakeholder suggested that this was not universally understood: “Some people 

think that if they don’t take a meter they won’t pay for it, but in fact everyone will pay.”22 

Another stakeholder was keen to stress that the rollout should not prove to be any more expensive to 

some customers than to others and that there was a risk of confusion about this: “There is a risk of 

there being a misconception that the cost of rollout will be more expensive in certain areas and 

therefore more expensive to those customers.  However, it is expected that suppliers will recover costs 

across their customer base throughout GB.”23  

Although the costs of smart meters will be added to customers’ bills, as the rollout progresses the 

intention is that suppliers will realise cost savings, pass these on to their customers and these will offset 

the increases brought about by the costs of the rollout. 

Several stakeholders expressed concern about the overall impact of the rollout on energy bills in the 

light of the increased costs24. 

Scotland’s Minister for Business, Energy and Tourism recently expressed concern about the rising costs 

of the programme, suggesting that “the costs and benefits of the smart meter programme anticipated in 

the… impact assessment deserve huge scepticism” and stating that “the Scottish Government will 

continue to press the UK Government to ensure that the smart meter programme is delivered at the 

lowest possible cost”25. 

                                                      
19 DECC (2012a) Smart Metering Implementation Programme. Government response to the consultation on the 

Consumer Engagement Strategy. 
20

 Stakeholders 1, 3, 2, 6, 10, 11, 14, 17 
21

 Stakeholder 11 
22

 Stakeholder 10 
23

 Stakeholder 18 
24

 Stakeholders 6, 10, 12, 13 
25

 
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/S4_EconomyEnergyandTourismCommittee/Inquiries/20151209_Scottish_Governme
nt_response.pdf  

http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/S4_EconomyEnergyandTourismCommittee/Inquiries/20151209_Scottish_Government_response.pdf
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/S4_EconomyEnergyandTourismCommittee/Inquiries/20151209_Scottish_Government_response.pdf


 
Taking stock of the smart meter rollout programme in Scotland   27 

The revised impact assessment will generate a clearer understanding of the extent of projected 

customer savings in the light of the increased costs.  

Electricity smart meters do consume a small amount of mains electricity, so consumers will have to pay 

for this26. The research did not unearth any published figures, but anecdotally, figures in the region of 

15p per annum were reported, i.e. a very small cost in comparison to the projected benefits. 

1.11.2.2 Consumers – benefits 

The smart meter rollout is still in its infancy and data on actual consumer benefits is limited.  Evidence is 

available from a number of early trials, and Smart Energy GB monitors satisfaction levels of smart meter 

customers, but not information on actual energy savings.   

Savings on bills 

The provision of the IHD enables consumers to see the current and historic cost of their gas and 

electricity usage in kWh and in pounds and pence, at a high accuracy and resolution, and in near real-

time. Whilst this kind of service has been available for some years via commercially available home 

energy monitoring systems, this is the first time it will be available without upfront purchasing costs, and 

the first time most households will have had access to this kind of data. This gives them a completely 

new level of detail about their energy use, something seen as an important element in allowing 

consumers to have better control of their energy use27.  The impact assessment estimates that 

consumers will reduce energy use by around 2.5% due to changes made in response to this IHD 

information (this is the largest direct monetised benefit to consumers in terms of DECC’s business 

case).  Various stakeholders28 felt that the figures used to inform the impact assessment were optimistic 

– comments ranged from ‘a bit optimistic’ to ‘vastly overstated’, and several commented on the high 

level of uncertainty surrounding these figures. 

The impact assessment figures are based on findings from early trials29, and results from many similar 

projects in other countries suggest that savings of 3%30 or higher (up to 15%)31 are achievable.  

However, as studies often involve households which have volunteered to participate, it is unclear how 

much these savings arise because the participants are particularly interested in  reducing their energy 

consumption, and so how generalisable these figures are. Some studies also suggest that most savings 

are short term. One study found that reduction in consumption faded away in 2-3 years except, 

importantly, for fuel poor customers and those with high use dual fuel32. A two-year project found that 

some participants disengaged as they became weary of the feedback. Up to two years after the IHDs 

were installed, only up to 40% were still using them every day33. 

                                                      
26 DECC (2014a) Smart meter rollout for the domestic and small and medium non-domestic sectors (GB) Impact 

Assessment 
27 Smart Energy GB (2015) Smart energy for all – A consultation paper on identifying audience characteristics that 

may act as additional barriers to realising the benefits of a smart meter 
28

 Stakeholders 1, 16, 17 
29 DECC (2015) Smart Metering Early Learning Project: Consumer survey and qualitative research 
30 For example - Klopfert F and Wallenborn G (2012) Empowering consumers through smart metering. Report for 

BEUC, AECOM (2011) Energy Demand Research Project: final analysis. AECOM, London 
31 Darby S (2010b) Smart metering: what potential for householder engagement? Building Research and Information 

38(5), 442-457 59 
32 Klopfert F and Wallenborn G (2012) Empowering consumers through smart metering. Report for BEUC 
33 Burchell K, Rettie R, and Roberts T (2016) Householder Engagement with Energy Consumption Feedback: The 

Role of Community Action and Communications. Energy Policy 88 (January 2016): 178–86. 

doi:10.1016/j.enpol.2015.10.019. 
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In contrast, others have found evidence that displays do have an enduring impact, even if they are only 

used for short periods, through changed habits and investment in efficiency measures34.  “The most 

recent meta-analysis of studies concludes that sustained savings of 3-4% can be realistically 

expected.”35. 

One stakeholder was confident that savings of 3% are achievable – and more in the longer term - so 

long as engagement is effective36.  This tallies with the findings of Burchell et al (2016) who found that 

long-term engagement with consumption feedback is possible and that greater behavioural changes 

can be seen over time amongst those who remain engaged37.  

This suggests that the impact assessment figures may be achievable, but it is too early to say whether 

they will be achieved in the long term.  

Accurate billing 

Energy suppliers receive regular and accurate meter readings via smart meters, putting an end to 

estimated bills and the associated problems related to customers over- or under-paying and receiving 

‘shock’ bills when actual meter readings are undertaken.38 This, of course, relies on smart metering 

technology proving to be reliable in terms of accurately measuring usage and in terms of being able to 

report usage to the WAN. No evidence has been found on the extent to which this is the case for smart 

meters installed to date or whether it is likely to be the case in future. 

Easier switching and access to new tariffs 

Smart metering will facilitate customers in switching through: 

 giving them access to accurate consumption data which will assist in finding the best deal39; 

 enabling easier switching between payment options - smart meters will be able to operate in 

credit or prepay mode40; 

 in future years, allowing the introduction of tariffs to encourage flexible electricity load to be 

shifted to periods of low demand, reducing the overall costs of the electricity system41; and 

 providing, by 2018, a centralised next day switching service, facilitated by the DCC system42.  

Other projected benefits to consumers include: 

 reduced power outages – the future introduction of time-of-use tariffs should help to reduce 

peak loads and the risk of outages43; 

                                                      
34

 Darby S (2010b) Smart metering: what potential for householder engagement? Building Research and Information 

38(5), 442-457 59 
35 Liddell C (2012) Smart Meters, Smart People. University of Ulster. 
36

 Stakeholder 18 
37 Burchell K, Rettie R, and Roberts T (2016) Householder Engagement with Energy Consumption Feedback: The 

Role of Community Action and Communications. Energy Policy 88 (January 2016): 178–86. 

doi:10.1016/j.enpol.2015.10.019. 
38 E.g. Smart Energy GB (2015) Smart energy for all – A consultation paper on identifying audience characteristics 

that may act as additional barriers to realising the benefits of a smart meter 
39

 Smart Energy GB (2015) Smart energy for all – A consultation paper on identifying audience characteristics that 

may act as additional barriers to realising the benefits of a smart meter 
40 DECC (2012a) Smart Metering Implementation Programme. Government response to the consultation on the 

Consumer Engagement Strategy. 
41 DECC (2012b) Smart meters: research into public attitudes 
42 

Data Communications Company (2015) Factsheet - Building a smart metering network for Great Britain
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 better services to prepay customers with wider payment options, including via mobile phone44; 

 access to other tariffs for customers with dynamically teleswitched (DTS) meters (many energy 

suppliers won’t currently offer these customers supply, but smart metering should open up this 

market – though stakeholders anticipate that dynamic time-of-use tariffs won’t be available until 

a year or so after the Go Live date45); 

 increased satisfaction - there is evidence that smart meter customers are more likely than 

legacy meter customers to be satisfied with their energy supplier46; 

 benefits for landlords, in terms of easier payment options for their prepay meters and easier 

switching to credit payment. Current prepay meters can present problems for landlords, 

particularly during void periods – during or following void periods they often require resetting by 

an engineer, or require a new key to be posted out if the previous tenant took the key with 

them47; 

 access to time-of-use (off-peak) tariffs, offering significant benefits for consumers who have 

benefitted, or could benefit, from off-peak tariffs such as Economy 7.  These will require a SMETS 

2 solution and so will be available in the main installation stage of the programme48. One study 

found that 30% of people would be in favour of switching to a time-of-use tariff – with no 

significant difference between different groups (e.g. age, tenure, social grade, payment type)49; 

and 

 potentially, new products which make use of the tracking of energy data – e.g. time-of-use tariffs, 

energy efficiency products50.  

1.11.2.3 Costs to industry 

The main costs of the smart meter rollout will be borne by energy suppliers and recovered from bill 

payers.  These include the costs of the smart metering equipment, installation (including training 

installers), upfront investment in supporting IT systems and the DCC, and the ongoing costs of the DCC 

operation51.  There will then be additional costs relating to governance, organisational and 

administration costs, inefficiencies related to reading the remaining ‘dumb’ meters and other costs, such 

as the communications campaign being led by Smart Energy GB. The projected scale of these costs is 

summarised in Section 1.11.1. 

                                                                                                                                                                            
43 Giordano, Vincenzo, Flavia Gangale, Gianluca Fulli, M. Sánchez Jiménez, I. Onyeji, A. Colta, I. Papaioannou, A. 

Mengolini, C. Alecu, and T. Ojala. (2011) Smart Grid Projects in Europe: Lessons Learned and Current 

Developments. European Commission, Joint Research Centre, Institute for Energy, Stakeholder 16 
44 Smart Energy GB (2015) Smart energy for all – A consultation paper on identifying audience characteristics that 

may act as additional barriers to realising the benefits of a smart meter 
45

 Stakeholder 3. In addition, the Competition and Markets Authority (CMA) have recommended that suppliers be 
required to make all their single-rate electricity tariffs available to all (existing and new) domestic electricity customers 
on restricted meters, and be prohibited from making their single-rate electricity tariffs available to domestic electricity 
customers on restricted meters conditional upon the replacement of their existing meter. 
46 DECC (2015) Smart Metering Early Learning Project: Consumer survey and qualitative research 
47

 Stakeholder 13  
48

 Stakeholder 18  
49 Energy UK (2013) Round table report; Consumer Engagement and the Smart Meter Rollout in Fell M, Nicolson G, 
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It is worth noting that the costs of smart meters are very high compared to the meters they are 

replacing. According to one stakeholder, the cost of a traditional meter is around £10 while the cost of a 

smart meter is around six times that52. 

As already noted, the actual costs to industry of the rollout so far have been higher than anticipated in 

the original impact assessment. Some of the reasons for this are outlined in Section 1.11.3. 

1.11.2.4 Benefits to industry 

The impact assessment estimates supplier benefits to be £8.26bn, including avoided site visits 

(£2.97bn), reduced enquiries and customer overheads (£1.19bn).  In addition: 

 suppliers should see improved theft detection and debt management; 

 network operators should be able to improve electricity outage management (SMETS 2 meters 

only) and resolve any network failures more efficiently once a critical mass of smart meters has 

been rolled out and will be able to realise further savings from more targeted and informed 

investment decisions; 

 by enabling time-of-use tariffs, which tend to shift a proportion of electricity generation to 

cheaper off-peak times, smart meters are also expected to generate savings both in terms of 

distribution and generation capacity investment. 

Total projected network benefits amount to £0.99bn and generation benefits to £851m.  

One stakeholder felt that, in terms of the benefits to industry, the impact assessment estimates are 

about right.53 However, others felt the benefits have been overstated: 

 one stakeholder felt that the cost of meter readings was overstated, and hence the reduction of 

costs would not be as great as estimated54; and 

 another felt the assessment was ‘a bit optimistic’ about the benefits to DNOs55.   

Customer satisfaction/ reduced queries 

Several commentators have suggested that smart meters will increase customer satisfaction (e.g. due 

to accurate billing, receiving information about consumption and being able to access a wider range of 

tariffs) and may help energy suppliers with customer retention56.  At present, the majority of energy 

complaints relate to billing, and this should be reduced through smart metering57. One European project 

found that over a two-year period, following smart meter installs the number of customer calls relating to 

both meter-reading and invoice-related issues dropped by 56%58.    
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Load management and security of supply 

Smart meters afford the possibility of electrical load micro-management to the energy companies59: 

 time-of-use tariffs can encourage customers to shift their energy consumption into times when 

energy prices are at a lower level, thus reducing demand at peak times and the maximum 

network capacities required to distribute electricity at peak load, which in turn reduces the need 

for network investments60; 

 smart metering also generates real-time, accurate and comprehensive information on the 

distribution network (e.g. voltage quality, losses), which should allow more accurate prediction 

of electricity flows to be used for improved network and maintenance planning; and 

 through improved load profiling and forecasting, suppliers should be able to reduce their 

wholesale purchasing costs61.  

Suppliers should also benefit from reduced commercial losses through detection of fraud and energy 

theft whilst the possibility of remote and instant disconnection of customers can help to reduce the risk 

of payment default62.  It should be noted that those suppliers who are members of Energy UK have 

made a commitment to never knowingly disconnect vulnerable customers.63  

1.11.3 Factors influencing the costs and benefits 

1.11.3.1 Factors influencing costs 

The research findings suggest that there are a number of factors that are affecting the costs of delivery, 

primarily with the effect of increasing the overall costs.   

DCC costs  
Smart DCC’s costs have increased since the impact assessment was published, with some 

stakeholders suggesting that the increases have been substantial. This increase has been caused by 

changes to the SMETS 2 specification plus the additional costs of getting a higher number of SMETS 1 

meters than anticipated (see below) onto the DCC system. In addition, there have been a large number 

of changes requested by service providers and industry, which weren’t included in the original impact 

assessment64.   

Smart DCC is also working on changes to enable customers to switch supplier more quickly. This will be 

of benefit to consumers, but it is also driving up costs65.   

Ofgem scrutinises Smart DCC costs and has just consulted on disallowing £11m of costs from their 

forecast. They felt there was insufficient justification for these costs66.  

                                                      
59 Darby S (2010b) Smart metering: what potential for householder engagement? Building Research and Information 
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Installation costs 
Two stakeholders suggested that the cost of installations has been underestimated, and stressed the 

complex nature of smart meter installs in terms of ensuring the device is communicating through the 

HAN and linking to the WAN.  The process of communicating with customers is also reported to be time 

consuming:  “As part of the SMiCoP we need to send the right communications to customers in 

advance, we need to give them literature on the day, and the installer needs to walk the customer 

through the process so they understand it.” 

IT costs 

Suppliers reported spending more on IT than anticipated.  This is partly due to the delays in the main 

rollout – they have had to have IT resource on standby.  Some have had to rewrite their systems – for 

example, there are two platform releases due this year (one for credit meters, one for prepay), where 

only one was originally planned67.  One of the big suppliers reported that they alone have spent around 

half the total IT cost estimated in the impact assessment, and another said that the total estimated IT 

budget (for all suppliers) of £369M68 was turning out to be approximately the budget for just one of the 

big suppliers.   

Higher number of SMETS 1 meters and connecting SMETS 2 to WAN 

Due to delays in the development of SMETS 2 meters and the DCC system, there will be many more 

SMETS 1 meters installed than anticipated.  This is increasing costs due to the lack of economies of 

scale (compared to SMETS 2) plus the ‘stranding risk’ of not being able to switch suppliers and maintain 

the smart functionality of the meter69.  One stakeholder suggested that the additional cost could be as 

much as £40 per SMETS 1 meter, creating a total additional cost of £320 million70 (based on 8 million 

additional SMETS 1 meters).  

In addition, stakeholders reported that if a SMETS 2 meter is installed but can’t initially connect to the 

WAN, a follow-up visit will be required, adding to the expense71.  

Timeframe 

With less time for the rollout as a result of delays, the replacement rate (of old meters) will increase.  

One stakeholder reported that DECC’s impact assessment assumes that if the replacement rate 

exceeds 17% per annum, there is a cost premium due to needing more people to do the work. “This 

17% figure is likely to be breached every year due to delays in the rollout.  The impact assessment 

assumed 25,000 installs per day; but now it will end up needing to be more like 60,000 to meet the 

target.”72  

Another stakeholder concurred and suggested that this would lead to higher bills:  “Energy suppliers will 

need to deliver the rollout in a shorter space of time, which will cost them more, and that will be passed 

onto consumers.”73  

This could exacerbate a more general reported issue of wage inflation among installers. One 

stakeholder74 suggested that there will be wage inflation amongst installers due to the enormous 
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demand for skilled installers (requiring both technical and advice skills) within the tight installation 

timeframe for installing75. 

Access rates and customer engagement 

Several stakeholders76 suggested that access rates and customer engagement will continue to be a 

challenge, given the general level of apathy related to energy and the complicated nature of the energy 

market, with costs being pushed up as the rollout is delayed, without any cap on costs being in place.  

“We are concerned that there is no cap on the costs.”77 

One stakeholder was concerned about the lack of clarity regarding what constitutes ‘reasonable steps’ 

to get a customer to install a meter, what happens to those that don’t get a meter and what costs might 

be associated with this: “At what point will the installer have ‘taken all reasonable steps’ to install a 

meter – what are the costs associated with all reasonable steps?  And once all reasonable steps have 

been taken, who is left behind?”78  

DNO costs 

The DNOs also face costs related to upgrading their systems to integrate into the smart meter network.  

It was forecast that around 2% of meters would require upgrading in response to problems identified at 

smart meter install but one stakeholder reported that this is turning out to be more like 3-4%, so these 

costs may be higher than forecast.  However, it was reported that overall, DNO costs so far are roughly 

in line with what was expected79.  

1.11.3.2 Factors influencing benefits 

Uneven distribution of benefits 

Several commentators80 suggested that benefits will be distributed unequally, depending on individual 

consumers’ behaviour, education, willingness and ability to reduce consumption. One report suggests 

that it may be vulnerable households (e.g. low income, single and elderly, in a studio flat) that are least 

likely to benefit81.    

In particular, some of the benefits will only be fully achieved if consumers are effectively engaged with 

their IHD82. The latest report from Smart Energy GB found that 8 out of 10 households with smart 

meters are doing something differently on their energy use83 and the survey carried out for this project 

found that 92% of those with a smart meter had taken at least one action to reduce their energy costs. 

However, European trials found that smart meters and home displays encouraged only 57% of 

customers to change their behaviours84.  

Whilst some felt that fuel poor customers may not be able to change their consumption, studies have 

found that this group in fact responds more positively to smart meter-related interventions85.    
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In terms of businesses, high energy low turnover businesses like hairdressers and hotels, where energy 

efficiency savings could make a big difference, will stand to benefit the most86.  

Timeframe of when different customers can access smart meters 

Not all customers can receive a smart meter yet.  For example: 

 those in thick-walled properties may require a dual band hub (around 26% of properties) - this is 

due to be available end of 2017 or possibly 2018 – see Section 1.12.1; 

 those in flats where even the dual band hubs won’t work (around 3.5% of properties) will require 

a different solution (unlikely to be available before 2018) - see Section 1.12.1; 

 those with dynamically switched meters or other non-standard credit/PPM meters, e.g. 

Economy 7 or Economy 10 will need to wait until time-of-use tariffs are made available via 

smart meters; likely to be a year or so after the Go Live date; and 

 those in the 0.5% of properties not covered by the WAN will need some kind of bespoke, as yet 

unidentified, solution.  87  

Will savings be passed onto the consumers? 

Concerns have been raised by some about whether customers will benefit from lower bills due to the 

lower cost to serve set out in DECC’s Impact assessment (over £3bn from avoided site visits and 

reduced enquiries).  In the information provided by energy suppliers in response to their information 

request in 2015, Citizens Advice found no suggestion from suppliers that these savings would be 

passed on88.  

1.11.4 Scottish factors relating to costs and benefits 

Several stakeholders89 felt that the costs and benefits of the smart meter rollout in Scotland wouldn’t be 

any different to the rest of GB, with similar challenges in terms of property types and customer 

engagement as parts of England and Wales. Others identified issues which they felt could impact 

Scotland disproportionately due to geography and home construction type - though they recognised that 

none are uniquely Scottish problems.  

In terms of costs (to the energy suppliers): 

 In rural areas, the number of installs per day will be less than in built up areas due to travel 

time.90  However, one stakeholder suggested that the greater travel distances for parts of 

Scotland would be offset by cheaper labour costs in these areas.91 Another stakeholder felt that 

it would not necessarily be the remote areas that are the most expensive in terms of installs  - 

urban areas could face higher costs due to access issues.92 
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 In areas where there is no WAN and communications providers aren’t contracted to deliver 

something, there may have to be expensive bespoke / infill solutions.93  

 Properties with thicker walls (e.g. many Scottish tenements) will require a dual band hub, which 

will be slightly more expensive than the single band hubs.94  In addition, these properties may 

require repeat visits until these dual hubs are available (if it has not been identified pre-install 

that these properties are not suitable for single band hubs), which would push up costs.95  It 

should be noted that there is no evidence to suggest that there is a higher proportion of such 

properties in Scotland compared to the rest of GB.   

However, costs will be shared out across consumers GB-wide, so a consumer whose smart meter costs 

more (whether in terms of the technology or the install costs) will not pay any more than another 

consumer. 

In terms of benefits: 

 DTS customers are only found in Scotland96, and one stakeholder felt that they would 

particularly benefit from being able to access other tariffs through a smart meter.97 

 Some stakeholders98 suggested that Scottish households may stand to gain the most because 

of Scotland traditionally having higher energy consumption than other parts of the UK, due in 

part to climatic conditions99.  

 Scotland has a higher percentage of customers on prepayment meters (21% of electricity 

accounts and 17% of gas accounts, compared to 17% and 15% in GB100) and these customers 

could also realise significant benefits from smart meters.101 

 A higher proportion of Scottish consumers have electric storage heaters than in England (13% 

compared to 8%102) and these customers could stand to benefit considerably from the expected 

increase in the number of time-of-use tariffs on offer after the smart meter rollout, since storage 

heaters are designed to use off-peak electricity. 

 Some stakeholders felt that Scottish consumers, particularly those in more remote rural areas, 

may be more reluctant to switch and will therefore benefit less from having smart meters.103  

1.12 Barriers 

For the purposes of this research, the barriers to the smart meter rollout were categorised as  follows: 
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 barriers to being offered a smart meter – these are technical barriers which mean that some 

households, property types or areas cannot be offered a smart meter yet (and for some it is 

unclear when they will be offered one), plus resource barriers that might constrain the rollout; 

 barriers to accepting a smart meter – either due to lack of awareness of smart meters, or due to 

resistance to them; and 

 barriers to benefitting from a smart meter, e.g. because of being unable to make use of the IHD.    

1.12.1 Barriers to being offered a smart meter 

The 2.4GHz HAN solution specified in the second version of the Smart Metering Equipment Technical 

Specifications (SMETS 2) and the Communications Hub Technical Specifications will be capable of 

serving approximately 70% of GB premises (including flats)104. 

An 868MHz dual-band solution will increase that coverage so that around 96.5% of premises can be 

served (including, for example, thick walled properties and flats that have co-located meters where 

range is an issue). This is expected to be available in the second half of 2017105. Around 30% of 

properties can’t be addressed until this is available – it can be difficult or impossible to identify prior to 

an installation visit which properties these are.  One of the suppliers contacted as part of this research 

has worked hard on their call scripting to try to identify whether a property could have a smart meter 

now (e.g. through questions around meter locations in the home) before they send out an installer .106  

An alternative HAN solution is needed for the remaining 3.5% of premises for which the above solutions 

will not work. For example, some flats, where the distance between meter and IHD is beyond the dual 

band range, will require an alternative solution.  DECC has concluded that energy suppliers should work 

together to develop alternative HAN solutions and is currently consulting on a regulatory approach to 

deliver this107. A solution to this is unlikely to be available before 2018.108 

Table 0.1 summarises the properties for which a technical solution is not yet available.  

Table 0.1: Properties for which a smart meter technical solution is not yet available 

Property / household type Solution and when it is likely to be available 

Thick walled properties 
(around 26% of properties) 

Dual band hub – late 2017 

  

Flats where the above 
solutions do not work 
(around 3.5% of properties) 

Not yet identified – unlikely to be before 2018 

Customers with DTS, 
Economy 7, Economy 10 

Once time of use tariffs are offered on smart meters – likely to be 2017 

Customers not covered by 
the WAN 

99.5% of customers in Scotland to be covered by 2020.  Remote 
properties are likely to be covered last – there is currently a lack of 

clarity regarding the rollout of the WAN109.  No solution currently 
identified for remaining 0.5% 
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Businesses with sub-meters 
(e.g. those in business 
parks) 

This is a significant proportion of SMEs. There is currently no smart 

solution for sub meters nor any plans to develop one110. 

 

Until the WAN is rolled out, suppliers have to find other solutions to accessing the smart meter data , 

which often involves relying on a mobile telephone signal. As one stakeholder pointed out, this 

disadvantages rural areas with poor mobile reception. “We supply a number of farm businesses – with 

SMETS 1 meters we’re looking for some sort of mobile signal, which rural areas often don’t have. Rural 

businesses are definitely trickier.”111   

Others felt that rurality wouldn’t necessarily be a barrier, and that in some areas, rural areas might be 

prioritised due to there being fewer access issues (e.g. easier parking and fewer travel delays for 

installers than in urban areas)112. 

Other potential barriers to being offered a smart meter include: 

 delays in the creation of the common, smart-metering platform which all energy suppliers will 

use to communicate with meters (the DCC);113  

 problems with existing meter assets or DNO service termination equipment (e.g. the meter is 

found to have reverse polarity114 or asbestos is found to be present) which mean that a smart 

meter cannot be installed until the problem has been resolved. These are usually only identified 

at the installation appointment and require a new appointment to be made after the DNO has 

fixed the problem;115  and 

 stock availability and meter operator availability. One stakeholder expressed concern about 

this116.  

1.12.2 Barriers to accepting a smart meter 

1.12.2.1 Lack of awareness 

Before a customer will accept a smart meter, they need to be aware of what it is and the benefits and 

costs of having one.  Many stakeholders agreed that consumer awareness is the biggest challenge of 

the smart meter rollout117. One stakeholder felt that people still don’t understand why they should have 

them, and that stronger messaging about the benefits is needed.118  

1.12.2.2 Lack of acceptance 

Once customers are aware of a smart meter, they then have to accept having one in their home or 

business.  Studies have found that in most cases, resistance is driven by two factors: 119  
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 data concerns – fears over data privacy and use of data that relates to lifestyle and daily 

routines of households. In Germany, the electricity supplier Yello Strom GmbH ‘won’ an award 

in the Technology category of the ‘Big Brother’ awards ceremony in 2008 for its plans to 

introduce smart meters to its customers120; and 

 cost concerns. This is based on a misunderstanding of the issue. Whilst it is true that customers 

have to bear the costs, this is the case irrespective of whether someone accepts a smart meter . 

Linked to these points, there is a GB ‘stop smart meters’ lobby121, which has garnered support among a 

range of customers.122 

In addition: 

 given the potential incompatibility issues with the SMETS 1 meters, customers may be reluctant 

to accept a SMETS 1 meter, preferring to wait for a SMETS 2 meter instead123.  This assumes 

that customers are made aware of this issue. Anecdotal evidence and media reports suggest 

this is not always the case124;  

 some customers do not trust their energy supplier. One stakeholder commented: “Suppliers 

haven’t done the right thing by their customers in the past so trust is an issue – though if done 

well, smart meters could reset trust”125; 

 some households may be resistant to change. One stakeholder, commenting on the social 

housing sector, suggested that “tenants often don’t want (e.g.) new heating systems put in 

because they’re used to things the way they are”126; and  

 one stakeholder suggested that SMEs are likely to be particularly resistant to the disruption that 

a smart meter install entails and will need tailored marketing to be persuaded of the benefits. 127 

The result of consumer resistance would be a delay in the rollout process and a less efficient rollout. If 

significant numbers of consumers opt out of smart metering, economies of scale and density may be 

lost128. 

1.12.3 Barriers to benefitting from smart meters 

Having accepted a smart meter, consumers then need to engage effectively with their IHD in order to 

realise the full benefits of smart metering. 
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1.12.3.1 Impact of IHDs 

As explained above, much of the benefit from smart meters relates to the cost savings that customers 

are forecast to achieve as a result of learning about their energy use through their IHD and making 

changes. There is considerable debate about whether the forecasts used in the impact assessment are 

realistic in the longer term.  One stakeholder commented on their own research into this: “We installed a 

lot of meters initially and our research showed that it took 4-6 months for customers to put the IHD away 

in a drawer…. Most people aren’t very interested at the moment”.129  

The findings of the survey carried out for this project suggest that some who have smart meters aren’t 

even aware that they have an IHD. 86 respondents said they had received a smart meter. Of these, only 

64% said they had an IHD130.  24% said that they did not have an IHD and 12% said they didn’t know. 

Figure 0.1: Awareness of having an IHD 

 
 

It has been suggested that for IHDs to be effective, a ‘one size fits all’ approach is not appropriate.  

Linked to this, DECC is in the process of inviting suppliers to apply to try out alternatives to IHDs.131 

To achieve maximum benefit from their IHD, households need to receive tailored advice at the point of 

installation and an ongoing programme of advice and feedback related to their smart meter data132.  At 

present, only generic advice is planned – and it is recognised that, given the complexity of the rollout 

and its tight timescales, requiring anything more than this will be challenging for the energy suppliers.  

This is discussed further in the recommendations section below. 

In addition: 
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 one study identifies a risk that IHDs quickly become out of date, suggesting that apps or remote 

logins via browsers would be more user-friendly;133  

 the same study identifies hacking risks, with the potential of using smart meter data to identify 

when a homeowner was in or out, falsify readings or even to control the off switch134 ; 

 research related to the digital TV switchover found that most participants had an informal 

network of supporters (such as their family or social worker) who would be able to help them 

with the switchover. Without support, many disabled, older, low income or isolated people would 

have more difficulty than most in adopting and adapting to digital television. The same is likely 

to be true with smart meters;135  

 one stakeholder reported that people in Scotland, particularly the north,  tend to be very loyal to 

their incumbent supplier. These ‘sticky’ customers are less likely to switch and will therefore 

miss out on one of the key benefits of the rollout;136 and 

 tenants will be constrained in what they can do with the better information that they’ll get from 

the smart meters; since fabric improvements are often the responsibility of the landlord137.  

1.12.3.2 SMETS 1 customers 

Customers with SMETS 1 meters will potentially not benefit as much from their smart meters as those 

with SMETS 2. SMETS 1 meters: 

 are not generally interoperable, meaning that customers are unlikely to be able to switch 

supplier and maintain full smart services prior to enrolment into the DCC; 

 have components that are not interchangeable between equipment meaning that faults may 

result in a reinstall, leading to a suboptimal customer experience, increased cost and 

reputational damage; 

 do not deliver the ‘last gasp’ (message to the DCC) prior to loss of supply (which SMETS 2 

meters do), leading to a suboptimal customer experience138. 

1.12.4 How the barriers are being overcome 

Stakeholders mentioned the following activities that are currently underway to address many of these 

barriers: 

 Advice. There is a DECC project currently underway to look at how the advice provision linked 

to the smart meter rollout can be improved139. In addition, the Bonfield review (Every Home 

Matters) is looking at the opportunity to improve links between the smart meter rollout and 

advice services.140 
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 Alternatives to IHD. In February 2016, DECC announced the introduction of Licence 

Conditions enabling suppliers to apply to undertake trials where they promote IHD alternatives. 

Requirements include that the needs of customers (e.g. accessibility reasons) are considered 

when providing an engagement tool. Applications for trials will be open until September 2016, 

so the first results are expected in 2017.141    

 Training and skills. The National Skills Academy for Power is working with the industry to 

develop training requirements and provision. It is recognised that the potential shortage of 

trained meter installers will remain a risk during the peak years of the Programme. DECC will be 

monitoring this142. 

 Linking SMETS 1 to DCC. Smart DCC are developing a project that will seek to ensure that 

SMETS 1 meters are adopted by the DCC at some point before 2020, enabling customers to 

switch supplier without losing smart functionality.143 However, stakeholders expressed some 

uncertainty about whether all SMETS 1 meters will be able to adopted144.  

 Collaborative working. It is planned that energy suppliers will work together to develop an 

alternative HAN solution(s) for the 3.5% of premises for which the current proposals (dual band 

hubs) will not work. DECC is currently consulting on a regulatory approach to deliver this.145  

 SME offers. Some suppliers have started producing smart offers for SMEs, but only a minority 

to-date146.   

 Engagement with communities. As well as direct marketing to households, via energy 

suppliers and Smart Energy GB, there will also be a need for engagement with particular groups 

and communities.  Smart Energy GB has recently announced a partnership project to help 

engage particular audiences with characteristics that may act as barriers to realising the 

benefits of smart meters, including those with memory or learning impairments and their carers, 

prepayment customers, off-gas grid customers, district heating customers, social housing 

tenants and private tenants
147

.  

 Proactive approach to meter asset problems. We understand that the ability of DNOs to take 

a proactive approach to meter asset problems is currently being discussed with Ofgem. Rather 

than waiting for suppliers to inform them of problems with particular households, DNOs could 

take a proactive approach to fixing asset issues that are presenting a barrier to the smart meter 

rollout. For example, if a problem is identified at a particular address, it may be likely that other 

properties on the same street will have similar problem.  Tackling these proactively will be more 

cost efficient and less inconvenient for householders than treating them on a case-by-case 

basis. .   

Other ways in which the barriers might be overcome are considered as part of the recommendations 

section at the end of this report.  
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1.13 Impacts on vulnerable customers 

The benefits and barriers outlined above all apply to vulnerable households.  However, there are certain 

areas that could be of particular benefit to vulnerable households and there are also some specific 

barriers that face these consumers.    

Vulnerable groups are defined by Smart Energy GB as prepay customers, those in fuel poverty, those 

on low incomes (below £14,000 a year), renters/group renters, and household where at least one 

member has a disability.148 

Ofgem has put in place safeguards to ensure that the needs of customers in vulnerable situations are 

considered as smart meters are rolled out, and that all consumers can access the benefits that smart 

metering bring.  The Smart Meter Installation Code of Practice (SMiCoP) outlines minimum standards 

suppliers must meet before, during and after a smart meter install.  This includes identifying customers 

with additional needs and ensuring demonstrations of new technology are tailored to customers’ 

circumstances149.   

1.13.1 Key benefits for this group 

Reduced costs and enhanced service for prepay customers 

The improved services for prepay customers (many of whom are likely to be vulnerable) are projected to 

include reduced tariffs and easier switching.  Several stakeholders are of the opinion that prepayment 

customers could stand to benefit the most from smart meters150.  

Historically, prepay customers have had to pay more per unit of energy than credit customers , due to 

the increased costs associated with prepay, e.g. the payment infrastructure required151. Studies152 and 

stakeholders153 argue that reduced prepay tariffs (due to reduced services costs for this group) and 

easier switching (with no requirement for separate meters) could be one of the most valuable aspects of 

smart metering to the fuel poor – though it is noted that safeguards on terms and conditions need close 

attention. Ofgem has stated that it expects to see price differences between credit and prepay fall with 

the rollout of smart meters154 and there is already evidence of this, with EON having announced that 

smart prepay customers will pay the same as their best direct debit tariff155.  There is even some 

evidence that once smart meters are installed, those prepaying will get cheaper tariffs than those using 

credit. While prepay customers in GB typically pay more than credit customers at present, smart  key 

customers in Northern Ireland are offered a 2% discount for prepayment156. One stakeholder suggested 

that a similar situation could emerge in the rest of Great Britain: 
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“The online prepay tariff will be more akin to a mobile phone pay as you go tariff, of fering convenience 

and a low cost to serve. The emerging view is that the online pay as you go tariff will be the 

cheapest.”157 

It should be noted that the CMA’s Energy Market Investigation, published in March 2016, proposes 

capping prepay tariffs. Some stakeholders felt this might disincentivise prepay customers from switching 

to a smart meter, since they may feel that they are getting a reasonable tariff through their existing 

meter. However, these prepay price controls will only be in place when the smart meter rollout is 

complete in 2020 as the CMA recognises that by that point, prepay customers should be able to benefit 

from cheaper tariffs158. 

Other potential benefits to this group include easier/quicker resolution of problems, reduced risk of 

misallocated payments, greater choice and convenience in payment methods (which could reduce 

accidental self-disconnection) and elimination of problems with payment devices.  In addition, with 

customers’ consent, suppliers or other authorised third parties, could monitor self-disconnection and 

proactively offer assistance. This could include ‘friendly credit’ periods allowing customers to remain on 

supply even if their emergency credit runs out159. Smart metering is expected to address many of the 

causes of self-disconnection caused in error, and to help minimise time off-supply when disconnection 

occurs. Ofgem will be monitoring disconnection and switching rates and reviewing how smart meters 

can allow us to understand more about self-disconnections160.   

It is suggested by some that prepay will be transformed and become a popular choice, with some 

estimating that as many as a third of all consumers will be on some form of smart prepay by 2020161 

(the current figure is around 14%162). 

Use of data 

Smart meters offer a range of organisations the potential to monitor what is going on with vulnerable 

customers in terms of, for example, under-heating of homes or self–disconnection. For example, smart 

meter data could potentially be used to check that vulnerable households are using enough energy163 

with, for example, the supplier monitoring consumption and alerting carers if there was no use or 

unusual usage.164 

The data could also be used to target energy efficiency advice, or to explore suitable tariff options.165 

One stakeholder saw significant potential for smart meter data to be used in the targeting of fuel poverty 

support: “Smart meter data combined with other data such as indices of multiple deprivation or age 

profiles would enable the provision of tailored support programmes.”166 

One stakeholder saw the potential for housing associations to use the data to gain an understanding of 

debt situations. Another suggested that organisations like Citizens Advice or Age UK could use smart 

meter data to ensure that consumers are on the right tariff, with consumers granting these organisations 
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access to their smart meter data for that purpose. Smart DCC could provide data access to such 

organisations provided they conformed to the smart meters code.167 

Better support in the event of loss of supply 

With SMETS 2 (but not SMETS 1) smart meters, the DNOs will be alerted to any loss of supply very 

quickly - within about 5 minutes – rather than having to wait for a customer to alert them, as is currently 

the case.  They will then be able to provide support to vulnerable customers who are on their PSR much 

more quickly168. 

Other benefits to vulnerable customers 

Other potential benefits include: 

 All customers will have the potential to save money through access to off-peak tariffs. Darby 

(2010) has suggested that cheap tariffs could be offered to households struggling to afford their 

energy, for example at times of abundant wind energy supply.169   

 All customers will benefit from the information they gain from their IHD. For vulnerable 

customers, being able to access accurate information about the costs of different heating 

options could be of particular benefit.170 Evidence from the Energy Demand Research Project 

showed that, following smart meter installs, consumers from areas with high concentrations of 

low income households were able to achieve savings comparable to other areas171.  

 For those households with smart meters, there will be no estimated billing and reduced risk of 

‘bill shock’, as well as reduced inconvenience/security concerns around meter reading visits172. 

 Energy suppliers and DNOs should be able to identify, through the rollout, vulnerable 

consumers who need to be added to their Priority Services Register. 

 There are 160,000 DTS customers in Scotland. These customers are disproportionately on low 

incomes with high levels of vulnerability and they currently have limited switching options173.  

The provision of smart meters to these customers should open up the market to them and 

enable them to benefit from the most cost-effective tariffs.   

 As noted above, households with electric heating may stand to benefit considerably from new 

time-of-use tariffs that are expected to be offered after the smart meter rollout.  Households with 

electric heating are more likely than other households to be fuel poor174. 

 Smart meters will help a customer’s transition from one property to the next by avoiding the 

issue of fuel debt being passed on from one tenant to the next.175 
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 Smart metering may offer particular benefits to blind and partially sighted people, who are often 

high energy users and are particularly vulnerable to fuel poverty176. An IHD suitable for this 

audience is currently being developed with the RNIB, through a project initiated by Citizens 

Advice.177 (see section 1.14.2 below)  

1.13.2 Key barriers and risks for this group 

In addition to offering benefits to vulnerable customers, there are also risks that this group may not be 

able to access all the benefits of smart meters or even that some customers may find themselves worse 

off after having a smart meter installed.  This has been recognised by, for example, Ofgem and the 

Scottish Government: 

“Technological changes such as smart metering and greater access to data offer both new opportunities 

and new risks to customers struggling to afford their bills.”178  

Citizens Advice has identified a significant variation in suppliers’ plans to meet the additional needs of 

vulnerable consumers.  SMiCoP does not define what extra help should be offered, in what form and 

protections such as the Energy UK Safety Net (which aims to protect vulnerable customers from 

disconnection) are not applied by all suppliers. 179   

Barriers to being offered a meter 

As explained above, certain groups cannot yet receive a smart meter for technical reasons. Certain of 

these groups may be predisposed to being vulnerable, e.g. DTS customers. In addition, some of the 

suppliers contacted for this research are currently avoiding delivery to certain groups of vulnerable 

customers including: 

 those who are blind or partially sighted (as mentioned above, an accessible IHD is being 

developed for this group but is not yet ready); 

 those who rely on electrically operated medical equipment (due to increased risk if there are any 

outage issues); and 

 those on prepay tariffs - one of the suppliers reported that they are not offering smart prepay 

until the DCC is in place. 

Barriers to acceptance  

Smart Energy GB recognises that certain groups will be less likely to want or to accept a smart meter, 

or to benefit from a smart meter once they have one180.  For example: 

 some groups will be less likely to hear or read about smart meters; 

 others may not immediately understand what smart meters are or why they should have one, 

and therefore might not accept one; 

 some may find it difficult to arrange an appointment to have a smart meter fitted because they 

lack access to the internet or a phone; they are extremely time poor or cannot take time off 
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work; or because a language barrier, disability or impairment challenges their ability to make an 

appointment. They may also find preparing for installation day a challenge, either practically or 

emotionally; 

 some may have characteristics that make them less comfortable having the installer in their 

home, or characteristics that mean they less readily understand what has been installed; and 

 some may have difficulty using the smart meter display or may find it difficult to make changes 

to their energy use, for example because they are already unable to maintain an adequate level 

of warmth in their homes. Also, they may be less able to use the data to help them switch 

supplier because they have difficulty speaking to suppliers, or find comparing tariffs and 

charges challenging or overwhelming. 

They have identified people with the following characteristics as having the highest potential to present 

barriers to the rollout:  

 socio-demographic, e.g. over 75, language barriers, religious cultural beliefs; 

 personal, e.g. at risk of fuel poverty, lacking in qualifications, low income, poor health, disability; 

 property, e.g. electric heating, high-rise, thermally-inefficient building fabric, off-gas grid, prepay 

customer, Economy 7 tariff, tenant; and 

 access to channels e.g. no internet, phone, radio or TV access or lacking digital skills181. 

Research has found that older smart meter customers, those from lower social grades and those with 

the lowest total annual household incomes (below £16,000) are less likely to know about smart 

meters.182  

Barriers to benefitting once a smart meter is installed 

Figure 0.2 presents findings from the DECC Early Learning Project on smart meters, indicating which 

groups engage most with their IHD183. It categorises people from the project into three groups based on 

whether or not they still had their IHD plugged in after six months, or had never plugged it in.  
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Figure 0.2: IHD use by group 

 
 

Some stakeholders were not confident that vulnerable households will be able to make savings on their 

energy bill as a result of receiving a smart meter.  For fuel poor customers,  behaviour change to realise 

energy and cost savings may either not be appropriate, because they already ration their energy use, or 

because they require targeted and more intensive approaches to overcome barriers such as 

disengagement from the energy market etc.184 

Darby (2010) found that whilst there is potential for households in all income groups to make some 

energy and/or cost savings arising from smart metering, they would not on their own make a substantial 

difference to consumption. “For those at the bottom of the income scale and in the deepest fuel poverty, 

whose main problems relate to housing quality and income, it is unrealistic to expect smart metering 

alone to make a substantial difference to consumption, even if it is able to offer noticeable benefits. 

Vulnerable customers are likely to need greater support and guidance than others ”.185   

Whilst some may struggle to make savings because they are already using very little energy, others 

may struggle to use the IHD, such as those with no digital skills, low literacy or numeracy. In particular, 

there is the potential for too much information at point of installation (on the system, IHD and energy 

efficiency advice) for consumers with learning difficulties186.  These groups will also need 

targeted/tailored aftercare. This is currently not something that is required through SMiCoP.187  

Another stakeholder suggested that, for disabled people or those with learning difficulties who may 

struggle to use their IHD, smart technology could allow someone else to access these customers’ 

meters, with their consent (for example another family member), which could help to overcome some of 

these problems.188  
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Low income households may have limited ability to take advantage of the new ‘time of use’ tariffs that 

are expected to be offered after the rollout is complete.  Customers using minimal energy and with only 

vary basic appliances (e.g. without a dishwasher or tumble dryer) may have limited scope to switch the 

time they use energy189.   

Risk for prepay customers 

Whilst most stakeholders agreed that the potential benefits are greatest for prepay customers, it has 

also been recognised that there are risks that costs for this group could increase and service decline. 

 There are still unknowns about the precise impacts on costs for this group.  It has been 

suggested that costs of serving these customers may increase, e.g. due to the provision of 

enhanced IHDs specifically for prepaid customers or due to increased use of card payments 

over cash-only; these increased costs could be passed onto the customer190. However, as 

noted above, EON has recently announced that their smart prepay customers will pay no more 

than the standard direct debit tariff. 

 Communications failure could result from maintenance upgrades, bad weather, peaks in 

demand, power cuts or communication hub breaks, and steps will need to be taken to ensure 

that customers still can easily top-up when problems arise, otherwise an increased number of 

customers could be left without supply 191.  

 The ability to switch customers remotely to prepay removes the need for energy companies to 

visit a customer’s home. The home visit currently acts as an important safeguard to check that 

prepay is appropriate for the customer, and allows for a demonstration of how to use the meter. 

It also provides an opportunity to discuss alternative payment options. New protections have 

been introduced to help address these concerns, in a combination of voluntary codes, guidance 

and formal licence conditions192.   

It will be important to ensure that prepay customers are benefitting not just from easier top up options, 

but are also using their IHD to use energy more efficiently. One stakeholder referred to evidence from 

early learning research that shows that many prepay customers stop at the credit screen of their IHD 

and do not go beyond that193.   

There are also concerns over consumers potentially being too easily or readily disconnected or 

switched between payment methods. However, Ofgem has introduced new Licence Conditions to 

ensure that existing rules around pre-payment and disconnection apply to remote switching and 

disconnection194. Ofgem’s consumer protection remit includes monitoring self-disconnection quarterly 

so data will become available on this issue to enable understanding of whether this is a major 

problem195.  
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Several stakeholders196 raised concerns about how prepay customers on legacy meters will be served:   

“Existing PPM solutions will not be economically viable for the relatively small number of PPM 

customers that cannot connect to the DCC systems.  What will be the solution for these customers?  

How will costs be shared between suppliers and passed onto customers?197”    

“We’ve flagged up our concern that people who don’t get smart meters installed (either because they 

can’t due to technical reasons or don’t want to) might see their bills go up, which would be wholly 

unacceptable.  This might be particularly the case for vulnerable or old people.198”   

Risk of reduced energy use or self-disconnection 

Many stakeholders199 raised concerns about the potential for people to self-disconnect, or to reduce 

their energy use below optimum levels, as a reaction to having a display that constantly tells them how 

much they are spending on energy. As one of them put it:  

“If you’re worried about the amount you’ve got to spend on energy and you can visibly see the money 

going down on the meter then you may be more likely to self-disconnect.”200  

One study has found that ill-considered and ill-informed customer feedback from devices could have 

negative outcomes for vulnerable, elderly householders201. 

Another stakeholder suggested that some customers may be alarmed by spikes in their energy use 

caused by the temporary use of high wattage appliances.  “Suppliers need to make sure people 

understand this and are not alarmed. It’s about increasing understanding of how we use energy in the 

home.”202 

One stakeholder suggested that different stakeholders need to play a part in raising awareness and 

understanding.  “There is a role to play for all, including Citizens Advice Scotland, in terms of avoiding 

self-disconnection.  Awareness raising is required to ensure people understand how to use energy 

efficiently203.” Appliances such as a kettle that result in spikes in energy use when used are often not 

ones that use the most energy overall, so there is a risk that the focus on current power use in the IHDs 

can lead to such misunderstandings. 

However, other stakeholders204 reported that research gathered in the early stages of the rollout 

suggested that increased self-disconnection was unlikely to be a problem205.  

Condemned appliances 

When a gas smart meter is installed, the installer will check gas appliances and will have to condemn 

some gas appliances. This risks leaving vulnerable customers without heating or cooking facilities and 

they may have limited means to replace or repair these appliances. We understand that some energy 

suppliers will offer customers emergency heating in the event that their gas boiler is condemned 
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(though there is no requirement on them to do so), but this will be in the form of expensive peak electric 

heating. The need for a robust protocol/safety net for these customers was emphasised by 

stakeholders206.  

1.14  Progress to date 

Suppliers are required to take all reasonable steps to roll out smart meters by 2020 and are expected to 

have the necessary resources in place to achieve this207.  Almost every stakeholder felt this would be a 

challenge – though one supplier was confident that they will have offered every one of their customers 

(whose home is covered by the WAN and for whom there is a technical solution) a smart meter by this 

date.   

1.14.1 Achievements to-date 

According to Smart Energy GB, by September 2015 1.6 million smart meters had been installed208. 

Their February 2016 report did not provide an updated figure, though one stakeholder reported the 

current figure (February 2016) to be over 2 million meters209. Another stakeholder reported that about 9-

10% of Scottish households have had a smart meter to-date – the same sort of proportion as for the 

rest of GB210. This has not been verified due to the absence of any published figures. 

Recent research shows that, GB-wide, consumer awareness of smart meters is increasing and that 

consumers with smart meters demonstrate a high satisfaction rate with this new technology and greater 

control of their bills211. The latest findings show that 82% of consumers with smart meters would 

recommend one to a friend212.  One of the suppliers backed this up, saying that they found customer 

feedback regarding smart meters has been good, with high levels of satisfaction.  

One supplier stated that they are not yet offering smart meters to customers in flats as they may not 

work. They are waiting until the dual band hub is available. They also, for the time being, filter out 

certain types of property where there may be problems accessing the meter, e.g. if there is cladding that 

restricts access.  “We’re choosing customers for whom the communications are most likely to work .” 

Another commented on the need for the DCC in order to reach more consumers: “Eventually we’ll have 

to try to find a way to do them all.  We’re crying out for the DCC to be in place so we can start getting to 

the harder to reach customers.” 

In the survey conducted for this research, 8.5% of the 1006 respondents stated that they have a smart 

meter. This is broadly in line with the 9-10% figure provided by one of the stakeholders (see above).  A 

big geographical variation was found in terms of smart meter ownership. Figure 0.3 illustrates that a 

higher proportion (up to 13%) of households in the more densely populated areas of Mid-Scotland and 

Fife, Glasgow and Lothians have a smart meter. Only one of the 55 respondents in the Highlands and 

Islands had had a smart meter installed. This provides some indication of the targeting being 

undertaken currently by the suppliers. 
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Figure 0.3: Ownership of smart meters in Scotland 

 

Base: 1006 

1.14.2 What has worked well? 

Satisfaction levels amongst those with a smart meter 

Customers who have a smart meter are generally satisfied with their meter and the vast majority have 

taken at least one action to reduce their energy use.  According to Smart Energy GB’s latest report213: 

 80% of those with smart meters have taken at least one step to reduce their energy use; 

 85% have a better idea of how they use energy; and 

 confidence about energy bills is higher amongst smart meter customers than those without a 

smart meter.  

The survey undertaken for this project found that, of respondents who reported having a smart m eter: 

 72% were satisfied with their smart meter; 

 73% felt they understand how to get the most from their IHD; 

 59% felt more in control of their electricity bills; 

 61% felt it would help them reduce how much they spend on electricity; and 

 Of those with an IHD or energy monitor, 92% had taken at least one action to save energy.  

Collaborative approach 

Several stakeholders214 praised the collaborative working of the different parties involved in the rollout, 

with the sector felt to be working together as well as possible given commercial confidentiality issues .   

                                                      
213
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“It’s a very challenging programme, but the way that people are working together to get it implemented 

is great.”215 

One example provided was the collaborative approach to developing an accessible IHD for the visually 

impaired.  Energy UK has been leading this work in partnership with the Royal National Institute of Blind 

People, and working with the IHD manufacturers. It is hoped that the work will improve accessibility to 

all energy customers216. 

“This collaborative approach to developing an accessible IHD was a world first and it was industry led – 

no accessible IHD existed anywhere in the world prior to this”.217   

Smart Energy GB 

Several stakeholders218 praised the existence of an independent organisation to promote smart meters, 

and the quality of the advertising was felt to be high with a good amount of recall and levels of 

awareness gradually increasing. 

“It’s great to have an independent organisation as the face of smart meters.  Trust of energy suppliers is 

growing, but it’s really good to have an independent organisation raising awareness and building 

confidence.”219 

“I saw an advert … which has a cashier in a supermarket estimating the value of what was in 

someone’s shopping bag...  The marketing campaign will be key, and that advert was excellent .”220 

Activity from energy suppliers 

Stakeholders felt that the proactive approach taken by some of the energy suppliers has really helped 

the rollout, for example in terms of access rates to properties221.   

“Upfront communication has really helped in terms of increasing the access rate into properties. We 

give plenty of notice so there’s plenty of opportunity for customers to get in touch to ask questions.” 222 

“Suppliers have recognised that they have to make a success of the rollout for their customers in order 

to be a successful business in the future.”223 

In addition: 

One or two stakeholders each mentioned the following aspects of the rollout which they felt have gone 

well: 

 DECC is doing a good job of managing a very complex process224;  

 there is already a more competitive and varied tariff offering for prepay customers linked to 

smart prepay225;  
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 lots of work has been done on consumer protection and SMiCoP; customers can be confident 

that they are protected226; 

 the DCC specification is robust, particularly on loss of supply227; 

 a customer-facing approach is being taken, with provision for giving customers energy efficiency 

advice (though it is limited and too generic)228; and 

 there are good models emerging for vulnerable customers; for example, EON has developed a 

tailored pathway for vulnerable customers and a smart support coordinator who customers can 

contact at any point along the whole journey, which is reported to work well229.  

1.14.3 What isn’t working well? 

“The rollout has no parallels. We are learning all the time. It’s a very challenging environment .”230 

Delays and the timeframe 

Several stakeholders felt that delays with the Go Live date (due to delays with the DCC) are causing 

problems in terms of pushing up costs231 and making the deadline (which hasn’t been extended despite 

the delays) very challenging.  

“The 2020 target is almost impossible.  It involves 52 million smart meters in 4 years.”232  

“There will be lots of issues in terms of stock availability and having enough installers. It was going to 

be over 5-6 years, but now it’s supposed to be over 3-4 years, so it’s going to be almost impossible.”233 

Technical issues 

There are still up to 30% of customers for whom there is no smart meter solution as yet. A key 

challenge related to this is that suppliers don’t know where these customers are, which means that they 

sometimes book an installation and then have to abort once they have visited the property234.   

In addition, delays in getting the SMETS 2 meters finalised (due to the process of finalising the 

specification) has meant that a much higher number of SMETS 1 meters will be installed.  This 

increases costs and, until these meters are linked to the DCC (intended to be by 2020), customers are 

likely to lose smart functionality if they switch supplier235. In addition, there is anecdotal evidence of 

customers with smart meters who, on switching supplier, lose the ability to read their meter entirely (with 

the screen going blank) for a period of time, making it impossible for them to provide meter readings at 

the point of switch236. 
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One stakeholder suggested that, in the light of the technical issues, the timeframe for the rollout should 

be extended: “It would be better to extend the timeframe than to end up with 8-10 million SMETS 1 

meters.”237   

Marketing and engagement 

Several stakeholders felt that there needs to be more marketing238, with one commenting that Smart 

Energy GB have not been very visible to-date 239: “If I wasn’t involved in this sector, I wouldn’t know 

about the rollout.”240 

However, following the launch of Smart Energy GB’s creative campaign in 2014, the organisation has 

primarily been trialling and testing targeted advertising (including local radio and billboards), ahead of a 

planned increase in media activity to align with the main installation phase of the rollout in 2016.241 

Levels of advertising in Scotland have been low to-date but will increase in line with the rollout. 242  

Linked to this, one stakeholder was concerned that suppliers aren’t doing enough to think about how 

they can link up with trusted advisors already working with these households to get them to accept the 

offer of a meter.243 

Another issue that was raised relates to the messages being communicated with customers.  In 

particular: 

 customers are not always being made aware that agreeing to have a SMETS 1 meter may 

require them to lose smart functionality if they want to switch supplier, until such point as the 

SMETS 1 meters have been connected to the DCC244; 

 some suppliers are giving consumers the impression that they are required to have a smart 

meter and the fact that customers are free to say no is not always being communicated245; and 

 one study found that communication is focused on the short term benefits of smart meters 

rather than long term implications, and that this may be undermining trust .
 
“A lack of awareness 

of the future vision regarding smart grids may be contributing to consumers’ suspicion about 

whether the smart metering initiative is intended to benefit them or energy suppliers .”
246

  

Lack of regional approach / coordination 

Several commentators247 felt that the lack of a regional approach was hindering the rollout and that 

higher penetration would have been achieved if it had been conducted regionally and led by, for 

example, the DNOs.  “It’s supplier led, which means that it’s all very ad-hoc, and there are bits and bobs 
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happening all over the place.  It may have been better to approach it regionally, like the switchover to 

digital TV.”248 

However, some stakeholders felt that this is not something that can be changed at this stage.  Whilst a 

full scale regional rollout may not be possible, it may be possible for some kind of collaboration and 

linking up for particular areas or estates – this is explored further in the recommendations section.  

SME Communication 

One stakeholder expressed major concerns about the communication with SMEs: “It’s very vague in 

terms of what is planned for SMEs; Smart Energy GB is very focused on the domestic sector, but SMEs 

are a very different audience.”249 

1.14.4 Future concerns 

In addition to the above, the following concerns about the future of the rollout were raised by 

stakeholders: 

 interaction between DCC and suppliers is currently an unknown and will remain so until testing 

has been carried out.250; 

 national advertising will commence in June 2016 but not all suppliers will be able to respond to 

the demand that this generates and the DCC won’t be live by then251;  

 there will be a tension between quality and quantity in relation to costs. If the rollout drops 

behind schedule there could be a drive to increase the rate of installation which may 

compromise quality252; and  

 the availability of sufficient numbers of trained personnel might be a problem253.  

One stakeholder suggested that insufficient attention was being paid to such problems: “All of these 

problems are resolvable.  But we’ve been raising them for over two years and there has not been much 

movement to resolving them.  The approach seems to be that there’s plenty of time, and the market will 

take care of it.  We are nervous that they will get to point of rollout and there won’t be solutions.”254 

1.15  Consumer attitudes 

This project included a survey on the views and attitudes of Scottish consumers towards smart meters, 

focused on understanding the barriers to take up from a consumer perspective. The survey was 

designed to enable direct comparison with the findings of previous research undertaken by DECC in 

2013 (GB-wide) to explore how attitudes have changed. It should be noted that we cannot be certain 

whether the differences are due to the time that has elapsed, or whether some differences are due to 

GB-wide data being compared with Scottish-only data.  However, recent Smart Energy GB research 

indicates that levels of awareness and interest are broadly similar between Scotland and the rest of GB. 
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1.15.1 Summary comparison 2013 and 2016 

Figure 0.4: Comparison of awareness and interest 2013 (UK) – 2016 (Scotland) 

 

Base: 2013 (UK) = 2333; 2016, Scotland =1006 

Figure 0.4 shows that awareness of, support for and interest in having smart meters has increased 

considerably since 2013.   

1.15.2 Current attitudes 

In our survey of Scottish householders, 82% of respondents had heard of a smart meter.  This is a 

substantial increase from DECC’s 2013 research which found awareness levels of 60%. 

Awareness varies with age group, as shown in Figure 0.5. Awareness amongst 16-24 year olds is 

significantly lower than those aged 35 and over.  

Figure 0.5: Smart meter awareness 

 
Base: 1006 
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In terms of other differences: 

 there were some regional differences in levels of awareness; customers in the Lothians (86% 

were aware of smart meters) were significantly less likely to have heard of smart meters than 

customers in the Highlands and Islands (91%) or Mid Scotland and Fife (86%); and 

 there was no significant difference in awareness between socio-economic groups. 

Figure 0.6: Benefits of smart meters 2013 (GB) and 2016 (Scotland 

 
Base: 2013 (UK) = 2333; 2016, Scotland =1006 

 

Figure 0.6 shows that awareness of the benefits of smart meters has increased considerably since 

2013.  The biggest perceived benefit is monitoring energy use (65%) followed by reducing energy use 

(51%).  40% of people see no longer having to be at home to have the meter read and no longer 

receiving estimated bills as a benefit, while 39% see tailored tariffs as a benefit.   

1.15.2.1 Interest in having a smart meter 

Of those who have heard of a smart meter, 65% of respondents were interested in getting one installed.  

(A survey by Smart Energy GB put the figure for Scotland at 70%; higher than many other GB regions 

such as SW England where the figure is 58%). 
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Figure 0.7: Interest in having a smart meter 

 
Base = 740 (those who do not have a smart meter and who have heard of them) 

 

For all groups, a majority are interested in having a smart meter, but there are some significant 

differences between groups: 

 35-44 year olds are the most interested; 65+ are the least (see Figure 0.7); 

 there is no significant difference in interest between socio-economic groups; 

 prepayment customers are significantly more likely than customers who pay quarterly on receipt 

of a bill to want a smart meter – 70% versus 57%; and 

 there is a significant difference255 in level of interest between those who are concerned by 

household energy costs (68% interested in having a smart meter) and those who are not 

concerned by household energy costs (49% interesting in having a smart meter) (see Figure 

0.8). 
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Figure 0.8: Interest in having a smart meter 

 
Base = 740 (those who do not have a smart meter and who have heard of them). The chart excludes 

those who did not know if they want a smart meter (7%, 52 respondents)  

1.15.2.2 Support for the rollout 

Figure 0.9 shows that support for the smart meter rollout has increased significantly since 2013, when 

31% of people (GB wide) were supportive of the rollout, to 2016 when 49% (in Scotland) were 

supportive.  

Figure 0.9: Support for the rollout 2013 (GB) and 2016 (Scotland) 

 
Base: 2013 (UK) = 2333; 2016, Scotland =1006 

1.15.3 What issues are consumers concerned about? 

60% of all respondents felt there are disadvantages of having a smart meter.  Interestingly, those 

concerned about their energy costs are significantly more likely to perceive disadvantages than those 

who are not concerned (62% versus 51%) which suggests that more engagement is needed with 

households who are struggling with their fuel bills.  

Figure 0.10 illustrates the perceived disadvantages.  
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Figure 0.10: Disadvantages of smart meters 

 
Base: 826 (all those who have heard of a smart meter) 

In terms of variations between groups: 

 those aged over 65 are the least likely (14%) to be concerned about the inconvenience of 

installation; significantly lower than the 16-24 age group (24%); 

 similarly, socio-economic groups C2, D and E are significantly less likely to be concerned about 

inconvenience on installation than ABC1 (14% compared to 21%); 

 socio-economic groups A, B and C1 and younger age groups are more likely to be concerned 

about the cost; 

 younger age groups (up to 44) are more likely to be concerned about the reliability of the 

equipment; and 

 those who are concerned about their energy costs are significantly more likely than those not 

concerned about their energy costs to perceive cost, reliability and data privacy to be 

disadvantages. 
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1.15.4 What barriers might prevent a household accepting a smart meter? 

Figure 0.11: Reasons not interested in a smart meter 2013 (GB) and 2016 (Scotland) 

 
Base: 2013 (UK) = 1243; 2016, Scotland =210 (not interested in having a smart meter)  

 

In the 2013 DECC survey, 57% of respondents said they did not want a smart meter.  This has fallen 

dramatically to 35% in our survey (with 28% indicating that they were not interested and 7% indicating 

‘don’t know’). 

Of the 35% who did not want to have a smart meter, or didn’t know if they wanted one, the most 

commonly cited reason was that they were ‘generally not interested’ (37%).  The next most common 

reason (indicated by 43%) was that they thought the cost would be passed on to them or that energy 

prices would rise as a result (similarly13% stated they were not interested because they thought it 

would be expensive for them).  This suggests a misunderstanding, since all consumers will be paying 

for the rollout irrespective of whether they receive a smart meter.  27% of people felt it was an invasion 

of privacy, whilst 20% felt it was too much hassle.  16% said they didn’t know enough about it,  and only 

7% said they were put off because they thought it would be difficult to understand.  

In terms of differences between groups: 

 16-24 year olds were more likely than older age groups to be concerned that it will be difficult to 

use256;  

 Higher social groups (ABC1) are significantly more likely to be put off by the perceived hassle 

and by perceived costs than lower social groups (C2DE) (see Figure 0.12). 
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 It should be noted that only 15 respondents were in this category; given the small numbers, these findings should 
be treated with caution. 
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Figure 0.12: Reasons for not wanting a smart meter 

 
Base: 210 (not interested in having a smart meter) 
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Summary of key findings 

The following table summarises our findings in terms of costs, benefits and barriers (for consumers), 

indicating which relate specifically to Scottish customers and which to vulnerable householders.  

 GB wide Scotland  Vulnerable households 

Costs to consumers 

Suppliers’ costs should be spread across their customer base, meaning that customers will pay the same 
irrespective of how much it actually costs to supply and fit their smart meter.  

Due largely to technical issues with the rollout to date, the costs (which will be passed on to consumers) 
may be higher than anticipated. A new impact assessment is to be completed, which should provide an 
indication of the significance of this increase in costs. 

Benefits to consumers of smart meters (once installed) 

No meter readings Yes N/a May be particularly appealing to 
households with poor mobility or 
those who do not like people 
coming into their home.   

Accurate billing Yes N/a Reduced risk of unexpectedly 
large bills, which can be 
particularly difficult for those facing 
financial challenges. 

Understanding of 
how much 
gas/electricity is 
used and how 
much this is 
costing.   

Benefits will be 
slightly different for 
single meter 
households (no gas); 
those who use oil or 
LPG for heating/hot 
water will benefit 
less, but those with 
electric heating may 
benefit more once 
time of use tariffs 
are introduced.  

23% of Scottish 
households do not use 
gas for their main 
heating fuel compared 
to 16% for GB as a 
whole

257
 so the benefits 

may be 
disproportionately high 

Some vulnerable customers may 
struggle to understand or make 
use of IHD e.g. due to, for 
example: 

 Limited literacy/numeracy skills 

 Poor eyesight (IHD for visually 
impaired being developed with 
RNIB) 

Improved service 
during power 
outages 

Only applies to 
SMETS 2 meters 

 Anecdotally, rural areas suffer 
more frequent power cuts than 
urban areas.  

Easier switching to 
alternative 
suppliers / tariffs 

Yes, except for 
SMETS 1 meters 
which are not 
interoperable until 
connected to DCC. 
Customers can still 
switch but may lose 
‘smart’ function.  

160,000 DTS 
customers, split equally 
between northern and 
southern Scotland, 
should be able to 
access a wider range of 
tariffs.  

Could offer significant financial 
benefits to vulnerable households 
through facilitating easier access 
to cheaper tariffs. 

 

Ofgem found that DTS consumers 
are disproportionately on low 
incomes and have high levels of 
vulnerability

258
. 

Prepay customers 
– easier payments 

16% of consumers 
use prepayment 

Higher proportion of 
Scottish customers are 

Vulnerable households on prepay 
could achieve significant financial 
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 GB wide Scotland  Vulnerable households 

and access to 
cheaper tariffs. 

meters to pay for 
their energy bills

259
.  

on prepayment meters 
– 21% of electricity 
accounts and 17% for 

gas accounts260.  

benefit through prepay tariffs 
becoming cheaper. 

A higher proportion of English 
prepay customers are fuel poor 
(22% in England poor compared to 
7% of direct debit customers and 
16% of standard credit 
customers

261
 - unable to find data 

for Scotland but likely to be 
similar). 

Generic energy 
efficiency advice 
provided at point of 
install. 

Yes.   No provision at the 
moment to link to 
Scottish energy 
efficiency schemes 
which is a missed 
opportunity given the 
range of support on 
offer. 

Generic advice likely to be of 
limited use to this group – will 
need tailored advice and ongoing 
support. 

In future: access to 
time-of-use tariffs 

Yes N/a There is uncertainty about whether 
and how much low income 
households will be able to benefit 
from time-of-use tariffs. However, 
households with electric storage 
heaters (which are more likely than 
other households to be fuel poor) 
may be able to benefit from new 
off peak tariffs.  

Barriers 

Technical barriers to being provided with a smart meter 

Households not 
covered by the 
WAN 

0.5% of households 
in northern region, 
0.75% of households 
in southern region to 
be ‘never WAN’ (by 
end 2020).  

0.5% of Scottish 
households forecast 
never to be covered by 
WAN.  Pathway 
between 80% (at ‘Go 
Live’) and 99.5% (2020) 
WAN unclear. 

There is likely to be a higher 
proportion of vulnerable 
households, particularly the fuel 
poor, in the most remote areas, 
due to higher heating costs in 
these areas.  These may be the 
areas that will be covered by the 
WAN last, or not at all. 

Properties 
requiring a dual 
band hub 

Includes thick walled 
properties. Technical 
solution expected 
2017. Until then, 
most suppliers trying 
to screen out 
households likely not 
to work with single 
band hub for smart 
meter installs.  

20% of Scottish 
households are in pre-
1919 dwellings (a useful 
proxy for solid walled 
homes); marginally 
lower than England 
(21%)

262
. 

Not specific to vulnerable 
households (issue of rebooking; 
see below).  

Some flats and 
other properties 
alternative solution 

Estimated that 3.5% 
of properties GB 
wide are properties 
where the 

38% of Scottish 
households are in 
tenements or other 
flats; considerably 

There is likely to be a higher 
percentage of lower income 
households in flats. 
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 GB wide Scotland  Vulnerable households 

required single/dual band 
hubs won’t work; 
likely to be MDUs 
with co-located 
meters.  Technical 
solution expected by 
mid 2018 

higher than in England 
where 21% are flats

263
. 

Those with 
DTS/Off peak 
(Economy 7/10) 
meters 

It is expected that 
these households 
will have to wait until 
about 12 months 
after the main rollout 
commences for time-
of-use tariffs to be 
offered through 
smart meters.   

DTS customers are only 
found in Scotland. 

According to Ofgem, a 
disproportionate number of 
households with DTS are 
vulnerable 

Problems with old 
meter or DNO 
service termination 
equipment 

E.g. issues with 
polarity, asbestos or 
other asset issues 
which are the 
responsibility of the 
DNO.  May require a 
re-booking of the 
visit.  

No May cause particular 
stress/inconvenience for 
vulnerable households to have to 
rebook the install appointment 

N.B. Although some households will have to wait longer for a smart meter, it is our view that this isn’t 
necessarily a disadvantage, as it will prevent them being given a SMETS 1 meter, which offers lower 
functionality than a SMETS 2 meter.  

Barriers to acceptance and benefitting264 

Awareness (No current GB-wide 
comparison figure 
available; Smart 
Energy GB research 
looks at 
‘understanding’ 
rather than 
‘awareness.  Nothing 
to suggest the 
figures would be 
significantly different 
GB-wide than in 
Scotland.) 

In our survey a total of 
82% of households had 
heard of smart meters.  

There was nothing in our survey to 
indicate lower awareness of smart 
meters amongst vulnerable 
groups.  Older customers (over 65) 
were the most likely to have heard 
about smart meters (though least 
likely to want one, see below). (No 
difference significant difference 
between socio-economic groups or 
payment types.)   

Acceptance  Smart Energy GB 
found an average of 
66% of households, 
GB-wide, are 
interested in having 
a smart meter 
installed. 

In the survey for this 
research, 65% of 
respondents were 
interested in having a 
smart meter installed.  
Smart Energy GB 
research found the 
figure for Scotland to be 
70%, slightly higher 
than the GB average.  

The survey indicates that: 

 Those over 65 are least likely 
to want a smart meter 

 Those who are concerned 
about their energy costs are 
significantly more likely than 
those not concerned to 
perceive cost, reliability and 
data privacy to be 
disadvantages 

 Prepay customers are the 
most likely to want a smart 
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 GB wide Scotland  Vulnerable households 

meter 

Benefitting (once 
smart meter 
installed) 

Smart Energy GB 
found 80% of 
households with a 
smart meter have 
taken action to cut 
energy use.  

Our survey found that 
92% of households with 
smart meters had taken 
at least one action to 
cut energy use.  

The figures from our survey were 
too small to infer findings 
regarding use of IHDs by 
vulnerable households.  However, 
research by DECC found that the 
following groups were least likely 
to use their IHD: those over 65, 
lower social grades, no formal 
qualifications, long term health 
issues or single person 

households265.  

Key risks related to rollout 

Costs and service 
to legacy meter 
customers 

What sort of tariffs 
will legacy 
customers be able to 
access?  Will they 
be charged a 
premium? 

 Prepay legacy customers will be 
particularly costly for energy 
suppliers to serve; unclear how 
these costs will be born. 

Increased risk of 
self-disconnection 
or energy rationing 

  Customers concerned about 
energy costs may be more likely to 
self-disconnect or ration their 
energy use if constantly reminded 
of the cost of their energy use. 

Bill shock at point 
of smart meter 
install 

For credit customers 
who have not been 
supplying regular 
meter readings and 
whose consumption 
has been under-
estimated. 

 Could particularly impact 
vulnerable customers.  

Condemned 
appliances 

Any dangerous gas 
appliances identified 
at the smart meter 
install will be 
condemned. 

 Vulnerable households may have 
no means of repairing or replacing 
these appliances, which could 
leave them without heat, hot water 
or cooking facilities.  

DCC or smart 
meter failures 

Risks of smart 
meters failing either 
due to the meter 
technology or the 
DCC technology. 

 Prepay customers could be left 
without means to top up their 
meter, leaving them without power.  
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Recommendations 

The smart meter rollout offers tremendous opportunities to engage consumers regarding their energy 

use and to encourage and enable more efficient and more cost effective use of energy.  For many 

customers, the smart meter install may be the first time anyone else has been into their home to discuss 

an energy-related issue in a long time. For vulnerable ‘hard to reach’ customers in particular, this visit 

could be the trigger to ensuring that these households are offered the help and support they need.   

Suppliers face an immense challenge in terms of meeting the 2020 deadline and are unlikely to be 

receptive to any requests to do anything more than they have to already as part of the smart meter 

rollout.  However, the costs of the smart meter rollout are considerable, and it is important that every 

effort is made to ensure all customers benefit from the rollout. As one stakeholder put it, “we need to 

see what we can do to get the maximum benefit for households, given that it’s going to cost such a 

lot.”
266

  As things stand, there is a risk that some of the most vulnerable customers may miss out on 

benefitting or, in the worst case, may be worse off as a result of the rollout.  

In this section actions are recommended that would guard against this risk.  Mindful of the constraints 

upon suppliers, partnership working is suggested where possible, with organisations such as housing 

providers, advice providers and local community organisations playing a part.  

1.16  Scotland-specific  

1.16.1 SMETS 1 installs in rural Scottish areas to be minimised 

A key advantage of smart meters will be the improved service that DNOs can offer during power 

outages, as they will be notified within minutes of loss of supply.  However, this only applies to SMETS 

2 meters.  Vulnerable households are at particular risk of suffering during power outages.  CAS should 

work with Ofgem and the energy suppliers to ensure that SMETS 1 installs are minimised in rural 

homes, as they will not inform the DNO of power outages (which happen more frequently in rural  areas). 

1.16.2 The install visit – referral to other sources of help  

At the install visit all Scottish consumers should be given a simple card with the contact details for 

Home Energy Scotland and should be encouraged to contact this service to find out what support they 

can access to help them reduce their energy use.  This could include a reply-paid card for householders 

to complete to get a callback from Home Energy Scotland.   

For vulnerable customers (as identified either by the supplier’s Priority Services Register, or as 

identified by the installer), a streamlined referral system should be set up from the smart meter installer 

to Home Energy Scotland, e.g., getting the customer’s permission for their details to be passed to Home 

Energy Scotland so they can receive a call to find out what help and support they may be eligible for.  

This would need to be designed so that it takes up the minimum amount of time; perhaps an online 

portal where installers can add customers’ details. This would be a more robust approach than leaving it 

to the household to get in contact as there is a risk that many vulnerable households won’t follow this 

up.   
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Similarly, vulnerable customers should be offered support in the event of ‘bill shock’ following their 

smart meter install, e.g. by being referred to the suppliers’ hardship funds or through the provision of 

affordable payment plans267. 

Particular consideration needs to be given to what will happen when a vulnerable household has a gas 

appliance condemned as part of their smart meter visit.  They will need to be given emergency heating 

(often on-peak electric heaters which are very expensive to run – so they may need some funding to 

help cover the cost of this) and to be assisted in securing replacement appliances. Government and 

energy suppliers, along with key stakeholders such as representatives from the social and private 

rented sector, need to work together to develop a support mechanism for such situations. 

1.16.3 Support with using IHD 

Energy advisors and outreach officers of organisations such as the Citizens Advice bureau network in 

Scotland could play a valuable role in helping customers to understand and engage with their IHD.  To 

enable this to happen, suppliers would need to post information and operating instructions on their IHDs 

to one central portal (perhaps hosted by Smart Energy GB). 

1.16.4 New tariffs 

The smart meter rollout should provide opportunities for a range of demand response tariffs to be 

introduced. Scotland has a relatively high proportion of customers with electr ic storage heaters and 

these customers stand to benefit considerably from the introduction of a greater range of off -peak tariffs. 

It is recommended that consideration is given to how innovative new tariffs could be encouraged , with 

attention paid to ensuring there are tariffs which are designed for low income and fuel poor customers.  

There is considerable potential in Scotland to link up such tariffs with local energy generation, 

encouraging Scottish customers to use the energy that Scotland generates.   

“Cheaper electricity when the wind is blowing. Scottish consumers could really benefit from this.” 268  

1.17  GB-wide  

1.17.1 Review timeframe and ensure time for testing 

Several stakeholders urged that the timeframe for the rollout be reviewed and there is a clear case for 

this.  It was suggested that keeping the 2020 deadline is: 

 increasing costs (linked to the additional costs of SMETS 1 meters plus wage inflation); 

 increasing risks due to reduced time for testing the reliability of DCC connectivity which will 

create particular risks to prepay customers who risk losing the ability to top up their meter; 

 reducing customer satisfaction e.g. due to the more limited functionality of SMETS 1 meters and 

some early technical issues; and 

 creating problems in future when smart meters reach the end of their lifespan; installing the 

meters within a short timeframe will risk them all needing to be replaced within a short 

timeframe. 
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One stakeholder suggested that moving to the EU target of achieving 80% of smart meter installs by 

2020 and 100% by 2025 would considerably increase the cost effectiveness of the rollout.269 

“Do it once, do it right.”270 “Customers won’t remember when they got a smart meter, but they will 

remember if it worked or not.”271 

One complicating factor which will need to be considered is whether some suppliers may already have 

purchased significant numbers of SMETS 1 meters272. 

1.17.2 Marketing and engagement 

Smart Energy GB’s marketing programmes is still in its early stages and is due to ramp up in line with 

the main rollout later in 2016.  It is clear that action in this area so far has been successful in increasing 

awareness and understanding of the benefits of smart meter.  Smart Energy GB has identified that 

particular efforts are needed to raise awareness and understanding of smart meters amongst those with 

pre-pay meters and renters and group renters (groups of individuals who collectively rent a property)273. 

On 8 March 2016, Smart Energy GB announced the appointment of a consortium made up of National 

Energy Action, Energy Action Scotland, Charities Aid Foundation and Media Trust to deliver a part of its 

consumer engagement campaign with the objective of ensuring that everyone can realise the benefits of 

smart meters, including those who are more vulnerable and might face barriers to benefiting from this 

technology274. Stakeholders275 suggested that organisations like Citizens Advice Scotland as well as 

housing providers, communication organisations and energy advice providers could also play a role in 

engaging consumers on smart meters.  

In terms of promoting uptake of smart meters: 

 All smart meter communication, whether from Smart Energy GB, energy suppliers or other 

agencies such as Citizens Advice Scotland, should make it clear that smart meters are optional 

– no-one is obliged to accept a smart meter.  “The perception that smart meters are compulsory 

risks feeding a fear of ‘losing control’.276  

 The findings from the survey conducted as part of this research indicate how messages should 

be tailored to particular groups of Scottish consumers.  For example: 

o ABC1 and younger age groups are the most likely to be concerned about the cost of 

smart meters. In general, almost half of those who don’t want a smart meter cite cost as 

one of the factors for not wanting one. Making it clear that all customers will be paying 

for the rollout whether or not they receive a meter may help to overcome this barrier.  

o Younger age groups (up to 44) are more likely to be concerned about the reliabilit y of 

the equipment.  
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274

 https://www.smartenergygb.org/en/the-bigger-picture/about-smart-energy-gb/press-centre/press-releases/press-

release-folder/smart-energy-gb-in-communities 
275

 E.g. Stakeholders  6, 12, 13 
276 Buchanan K, Russo R, and Anderson B (2014) ‘Feeding Back about Eco-Feedback: How Do Consumers Use and 

Respond to Energy Monitors?’ Energy Policy 73 (2014): 138–46 



 
Taking stock of the smart meter rollout programme in Scotland   70 

 To enable consumers to make an informed choice about accepting a SMETS 1 meter, all 

communication should make clear what the implications will be if they choose a SMETS 1 meter 

in terms of then switching supplier. It should be noted that SMiCoP states that the benefits of 

smart meters must not be over stated, whilst the license conditions require suppliers to inform 

consumers about any possible constraints on interoperability.277 Whilst this may slow the pace of 

the rollout, not pointing out these implications risks undermining trust between consumers and 

energy suppliers and turning disappointed households off to the potential benefits of smart 

meters. This reinforces the need for a review of the timeframes for the rollout. 

 Work needs to be done to ensure that social and private sector tenants are confident that, as 
the bill payer, they have the right to say yes and to switch the meter.  This message needs to be 
aimed at both tenants and landlords, since tenants are more likely to listen to their landlord than 

they are to the Government278.  This could form part of Smart Energy GB’s marketing and be 
communicated through CAS’ advice services. 

1.17.3 The install visit 

SMiCoP specifies that all householders must be given energy efficiency guidance as part of their smart 

meter installation visit, and this must be in a format that is suitable for the needs of those with special 

needs (e.g. visually/hearing impaired or low literacy) or those known to be vulnerable and that, where 

relevant, guidance should be provided with a carer or person with legal responsibility present 279.   

There are two opportunities at the install visit to maximise the benefits of smart meters to the 

householder: 

 the IHD demonstration – ensuring that the householder fully understands how to use the IHD; 

and 

 the provision of energy efficiency advice – giving the householder some tips and suggestions for 

how they can cut their energy costs and access further advice and support. 

Installers have a complex job in terms of the smart meter install and will be time pressured.  Options for 

the installer to take extra time to explain the IHD to customers who need it and to provide tailored 

advice or referrals to other sources of support will therefore be extremely limited.  However, research 

has found that vulnerable households are more likely to find the IHD hard to use.  In addition, given the 

range of energy efficiency and fuel poverty support schemes on offer in Scotland (and the challenges 

that are sometimes faced in terms of ensuring those in greatest need receive the support to which they 

were entitled), consideration should be given to what can be done to link up the smart meter rollout with 

these other programmes, bearing in mind the time constraints of the smart meter installer. 

We are aware that DECC is currently looking at how the effectiveness of the energy efficiency guidance 

that is provided at the installation appointment is maximised, and is in the process  of developing a best 

practice toolkit, in collaboration with various experts in the field, for use by energy suppliers 280. There 

would be merit in ensuring that such guidance is region-specific, so that it can include reference to 

Scotland’s energy efficiency and fuel poverty schemes. 

1.17.3.1 IHD demonstration 

We recommend that consideration is given to how vulnerable households can be further supported.  

Options could include: 
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 Ensuring that the IHD demonstration and subsequent information materials left by the installer 

caters to the full range of learning abilities and styles. A DVD with a visual demonstration should 

be available281. Providing an adequate demonstration may involve extra time in some cases. 

“For more vulnerable groups, it may be necessary to spend an extended amount of face-to-face 

time with the customer to help explain and work through the IHD as written information may be 

assumed to be too complicated and not read after the installation event. ”282   

 For prepay customers - ensuring installers are appropriately trained to give advice and 

demonstrate the IHD in prepayment mode, particularly in areas where there is currently 

customer confusion (e.g. standing charges and debt repayments).  Installers should also use 

the installation visit to check that prepayment is still safe and reasonably practicable for the 

customer.283  

 As suggested above, third parties such as Citizens Advice Bureaux, housing providers, local 

charities, consumer groups and councils could support customers in understanding and 

engaging with their IHD.
284

.  To enable this to happen, suppliers would need to post information 

and operating instructions on their IHDs to one central portal (perhaps hosted by Smart Energy 

GB). 

Several stakeholders also recommended that alternatives to the IHD are trialled. This is something that 

is currently being planned by DECC, with supplier trials on alternatives to IHDs planned for later in 

2016. 

1.17.3.2 Advice and support 

The importance of ensuring that Scottish consumers are signposted to the available help and support 

on reducing energy bills is emphasised above.  In England and Wales, there is less in the way of 

support and funding to cut energy bills, but free advice is available and consumers should be 

signposted to this.  Similarly, consideration will need to be given to the support available for customers 

whose gas appliances are condemned at the point of smart meter install.   

Linked to the smart meter install – either at the installation visit or as part of the process of booking the 

appointment – if at all possible, customers should be invited to sign up to the supplier’s PSR (this data 

would then automatically be shared with the relevant DNO)285.  

1.17.4 Follow-up support 

Follow-up information and advice will be needed to maximise the effectiveness of the IHD
286

 - for all 

customers, but this will be particularly important for vulnerable customers.  Citizens Advice, in their 2015 

report, identified287 that there is the potential for too much information being provided at the point of 

installation, particularly for consumers with learning difficulties. Follow-up support will be vital for this 
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group to ensure they are able to use their IHD. This is not something covered by SMiCoP and it is 

currently unclear how suppliers will tailor their products post-installation
288

.   

1.17.4.1 Immediately post install 

Vulnerable groups will particularly need targeted/tailored aftercare. This is currently not something that 

is required through SMiCoP though it is expected that some will develop offers related to this as a way 

to win and retain customers. We understand DECC are planning to undertake a review of current 

supplier offerings.289 

“Vulnerable groups may benefit from a follow-up call or home visit to check they are continuing to 

understand how to use the IHD and how the information can be of benefit to them.”290 

Suppliers should be required to give all their vulnerable customers (as identified by the PSR or as 

suggested by the installer291) a follow-up phone call around two weeks after the smart meter install to 

check everything is working alright and to see if they have any queries.  This will be particularly 

important for prepay customers to check they are not experiencing any top-up problems.   

A freephone number should also be printed on smart meters and IHDs encouraging consumers to call 

for any further information (not just ‘problems’). Support groups such as local charities, consumer 

groups, councils and housing associations should also be educated and engaged in offering information 

and support on using the devices
292

.   

1.17.4.2 Longer term 

In the longer term, there is the opportunity to use a customer’s smart meter data to provide them with 

tailored support and advice, including suggestions about the most cost effective tariff for them. 

Research has shown that regular communication from trusted sources can help to make engagement 

with energy consumption feedback habitual, often over lengthy periods.  Smart meter data can be used 

to offer tips and advice that are meaningful within the specificities of householders’ lives and  homes.
293

  

For vulnerable households, opportunities should be explored for third parties (such as housing 

providers, community organisation, charity, relative or carer) to remotely monitor that household’s  

energy use (with their permission) and to ensure, for example, that they are on the best tariff or that 

they have the heating on at certain times.294  

It will be important, therefore, to have ongoing marketing about the potential uses and benefits of smart 

meter data. Energy supplier web interfaces and apps (which utilise the data reported by the meters to 

the WAN) have the technical capability to provide far more sophisticated and potentially useful feedback 

than the IHD could. They could potentially provide householders with, for example, specific behaviour 
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change tips, or advice about energy efficiency services that are available to them, which are tailored to 

individual households based on their energy use patterns and any other data available about them. 

There will need to be ongoing efforts to raise awareness of such potential amongst consumers. 

1.17.5 Prepay customers 

To ensure that benefits to prepay customers are maximised (and risks minimised): 

 suppliers should be encouraged to offer friendly credit and low credit alerts on in-home 

displays295; 

 consideration should be given to how costs will work for legacy prepay customers since the 

costs of offering legacy prepay infrastructure for just a few households will be very high (see 

recommendation below regarding costs to non-smart meter customers)296;  

 adequate time should be allowed to robustly test that the prepayment solution works with the 

DCC. “For prepayment customers, if there’s a technical problem that for some reason stops the 

credit being applied to their meter, the meter can disconnect. So it’s vital the solution is properly 

tested so that the credit the customer pays for actually gets applied to the meter”297; and 

 options for mitigating the risk of pre-pay meters disconnecting if there are technical faults should 

be explored. For example, it may be possible for the meters to identify when they are unable to 

communicate with the WAN adequately to evaluate if the customer has added credit to their 

account, and continue functioning in those circumstances even if the meter 'thinks' there is no 

credit left. The supplier would also need to be alerted to this situation to ensure it is rapidly 

addressed to avoid the risk of a large debt being built up by the customer. 

1.17.6 New tariffs 

The smart meter rollout should provide opportunities for a range of demand response tariffs to be 

introduced. Time-of-use tariffs form an important component of the Government’s business case for 

smart meters, with an assumption that 20% of consumers will switch to a static time of use tariff by 

2030298. Forecasts from European trials suggest customers could save 5-10% on their energy costs as 

a result of using time of use tariffs.299  

However, the potential to offer these tariffs could be limited by the Government’s recent decision to 

reduce the number of tariffs to four, which must include a variable rate tariff and a fixed rate tariff. It is 

recommended that consideration is given to how innovative new tariffs could be encouraged with 

attention paid to ensuring there are tariffs which are designed for low income and fuel poor customers. 

This may be aided by the CMA’s recent recommendation to Ofgem to remove the four -tariff rule300.  
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It is recommended that metering costs should be listed separately on consumer bills and tariff quotes so 

that consumers have an opportunity to see directly what they are paying and how it varies across 

energy suppliers301. This will help to increase levels of trust in the rollout.  

1.17.7 Collaborative approach to installations  

Given the lack of a regionally based approach to the rollout, more could be done to require suppliers to 

work with each other to coordinate installations in particular areas302.  For example, where there is one 

block of flats owned by a housing provider that has to facilitate access, it would be much easier for them 

if all the properties could receive their installations at the same time.  This may also help with take up by 

customers. Citizens Advice, in their 2015 report, found that only two suppliers were considering a 

community based approach to installations (by area or housing association), with only one of these 

prepared to respond to requests by housing associations for coordinated installations.303  

It is therefore recommended that suppliers are encouraged to work collaboratively to coordinate 

installations in particular areas.  We recognise that this may be challenging to organise, but believe the 

benefits would be considerable in terms of improved efficiency and enhanced awareness/acceptance 

amongst households within that particular area.  

1.17.8 Technical solutions and approaches 

Work needs to be done to develop solutions for customers that won’t be covered by the WAN, 

particularly prepay or DTS customers in order to address the following issues: 

 existing prepay solutions will not be economically viable for the relatively small number of 

prepay customers who cannot connect to the DCC systems304; and 

 for DTS customers, at some point the radio teleswitch will be turned off. If they have no smart 

meter option, then there will be considerable costs in terms of reinforcing the networks .305   

Offering energy monitors to customers who do not get access to the WAN would help them to 

understand their energy use in the absence of an IHD. 

In addition, to avoid having to abort installs and the associated costs to the supplier and inconvenience 

to the customer, it would be helpful to identify which households will need to wait for a dual band hub – 

for example old buildings with thick walls and new properties with foil backed insulation. This is 

something that could be done for social housing at least in partnership with housing providers.  

1.17.9  Initiate discussion about costs for non-smart meter customers 

Nothing has, as yet, been published about cost implications for customers who do not have smart 

meters beyond 2020.  Since smart meters are not compulsory, and technical solutions are not yet 

available for all customers, there will without doubt be some customers who do not have a smart meter 

beyond 2020 and this leaves a number of unanswered questions which require discussion. 

 The cost to serve a smaller pool of customers with legacy meters will be high – particularly for 

prepay customers.  How will these increased costs be borne by customers?  Will tariffs for these 
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customers be higher?  We do not yet know which customers are most likely to opt not to have a 

smart meter, but there will be vulnerable households within this cohort and it will be important to 

ensure that they are not penalised. 

 In cases where there is a technical barrier, for example they are not covered by the WAN or, for 

some other reason, a smart meter solution could not be found for their property, is there a risk 

that these customers end up having to pay more than smart customers?  Is there a risk that 

there will be limited or no choice for them in terms of tariffs (rather like current DTS customers)?   

Again, there will be vulnerable households within this category who need to be protected from 

any risk of increased costs. 

It is recommended that a discussion is initiated about how, in the longer term, costs for non-smart meter 

customers will work and how risks, particularly for vulnerable households, of higher costs/lower service 

can be minimised.  

1.17.10 SMEs  

To-date, there has been no marketing or engagement tailored at SMEs, though Smart Energy GB have 

indicated that they will be carrying out some targeted marketing aimed at micro-businesses (less than 

ten employees).  In addition, the following actions are recommended to overcome barriers to SMEs 

accepting and benefitting from smart meters: 

 a requirement on suppliers to provide appropriate software to SMEs to enable them to use the 

smart meter data; 

 an ongoing package of support to enable SMEs to act on their data to reduce energy use. This 

needs to be an ongoing partnership between business and supplier; 

 technical solutions to provide smart metering for SMEs on sub-meters. 306  

1.17.11  DNOs to proactively address meter issues 

In order to maximise the efficiency of installer visits and minimise inconvenience to customers, DNOs 

should be required/enabled to proactively address any issues with meters that may be a barrier to install 

(such as asbestos or electrical problems), rather than waiting for each household issue to be reported to 

them307. Ofgem licence conditions will need to be changed to facilitate this and we understand that such 

changes are currently being explored by suppliers, Energy UK and Ofgem308. Better communication 

and cooperative working between suppliers and DNOs in identifying problems and addressing them is 

needed. 

1.17.12 Involve fuel poor customer in trials 

Given the level of uncertainty surrounding the benefits of smart grid development, one study has urged 

that fuel poor customers are involved in trials of new technologies related to smart grids, and even in the 

design of those trials.309 Such an approach has considerable merit and would help to ensure that new 

technologies are appropriate to fuel poor and other vulnerable households. However, there must be 

safeguards in place to ensure that fuel poor customers can't be financially worse off as a result of 

participating in such trials. 
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Appendix A – Sources of evidence 

 Literature review Stakeholder 

interviews 

Omnibus 

survey 

Stake-

holder 

workshop 

Known and 

projected costs 

and benefits to 

consumers 

(householders 

and SMEs) 

 

DECC’s impact 

assessment includes 

projected data on costs 

and benefits to 

consumers, industry and 

Government. 

Evidence from other 

countries on actual 

benefits.  Limited data on 

actual benefits in 

UK/Scotland apart from 

some small scale 

research trials. Some 

limited data in Smart 

Energy GB surveys. 

Anecdotal evidence of 

costs and benefits to 

consumers or highlight 

research or trials which 

contains such data 

Questions 

included 

regarding 

benefits 

(perceived or 

otherwise)  

/ 

Known and 

projected costs 

and benefits to 

industry 

 

Stakeholder interviews 

(energy companies 

particularly) should 

generate data on scale 

of costs and benefits 

versus projected costs 

and benefits if not 

actual figures. 

/ / 

Known and 

projected costs 

and benefits to 

Government 

Stakeholder interviews 

(DECC officials, SG 

officials, Ofgem) should 

generate data on scale 

of costs and costs and 

benefits versus 

projected costs and 

benefits if not actual 

figures. 

/ / 

Smart meter 

rollout – 

experience to 

date 

Much literature not 

Scotland-specific, but 

reviewed with filter for 

Scottish-specific 

contextual factors, e.g. 

rurality, higher 

percentage of flatted 

properties, higher 

percentage of pre-

payment meters etc 

Yes Question 

included 

regarding 

consumer 

experience of 

installation,  

/ 

Barriers to smart 

meter rollout 

Yes Yes / / 

Scottish 

consumer 

attitudes 

DECC and Smart Energy 

GB surveys. 

Anecdotal evidence Primary data on 

current Scottish 

attitudes; 

designed to 

replicate key 

questions used 

N/a 
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 Literature review Stakeholder 

interviews 

Omnibus 

survey 

Stake-

holder 

workshop 

in the DECC 

review to 

enable 

comparison 

Recommen-

dations  

Yes Yes Yes Sense-

check key 

findings, 

help 

develop 

and 

generate 

buy in for 

recommen

dations. 
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