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Smart Home: a home equipped with lighting, 
heating, and electronic devices that can be 
controlled remotely by phone, computer, or voice. 

The Smart Home industry has been enjoying a great 
year, and adoption of smart home devices isn’t 
showing any signs of slowing down. In 2017, the 
number of smart homes in the United States was 
29 million, up from 22 million in 2016 and 17 million 
in 2015.1 Though more widely adopted by younger 
generations, smart home devices are still popular 
among all ages, with 79% of U.S. consumers owning 
a smart home device. The adoption numbers are 
even more staggering when taken to a global scale, 
at 80 million smart home devices sold in 2016.2

The Smart Home Owner
With such a wide variety of smart home devices 
available, the consumer base is fairly broad. 
However, there are behavioral trends that remain 
fairly consistent. Those who purchase smart 
home devices are often early adopters of other 
technological advances and are interested in saving 
energy and remaining green. Customers who 
purchase smart home devices tend to be willing to 
pay more on other, similar purchases as well. For 
example, nearly 50% of all owners of smart home 
devices also own a wearable device, such as a 
smartwatch.1

High adopters of smart home devices are also the 
most willing to pay a premium for “green” products,1 
and 72% have cited the ability to use digital tools 
(i.e. mobile apps, smart thermostats) provided 
by their energy provider to manage their energy 
consumption as an important factor impacting 
willingness to buy additional products and services.2

Types of Smart Home Devices
With the abundance of smart devices, it can be hard 
to keep track of what counts as a smart device. 
There are several different categories these devices 
fall into, which are listed below.

      Electrical
One of the most popular categories includes devices 
used to control electric-powered appliances in 
the home. This can include remotely controlled 
thermostats, smart light bulbs, smart plugs, and fans. 

      Security
While not as varied as some other categories, this 
can be an entry point into the smart home world for 
many users. Indoor and outdoor security cameras 
offer consumers the ability to view a live feed 
through their smart phone, and door locks can be 
used to grant guests access while not at home.

      Entertainment
Not to be left out, many smart home devices are 
simply fun to use. Music players, speakers, and TVs 
all fall within this category.

      Intelligent Assistants
Artificial Intelligence (AI) has seen an increased 
amount of attention in the past year as major 
companies incorporate voice AI into home devices. 
The most popular include Amazon’s Alexa-enabled 
product line and Google Home. While convenient 
and useful on their own, they can also be used to 
control other smart devices in the home.
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The Impact of Smart Homes 
on the Utility Industry
It’s no surprise that changes in the technology 
sector often disrupt adjacent industries and reshape 
consumer behaviors, and the emerging popularity 
of smart homes is no different. Customers have 
grown to expect real-time data on their home and 
the ability to control even the smallest aspect of 
their environment. Utilities are poised to accept this 
challenge, especially due to the ties they already 
share with the home and electrical appliances. 

A big selling point of popular smart home products, 
such as thermostats, is the ability to remain as 
energy efficient as possible. Consumers are able 
to monitor current rates, change temperatures to 
decrease expenses from their mobile phone, check 
histories of their use on a whim, and more. By 
supporting these appliances and giving customers 
tips on how to best leverage them in conjunction 
with their electrical usage, utilities ensure that they 
remain in the conversation and are included in the 
positive press often associated with these futuristic 
technologies. 

Customers have already shown that 
they are willing to enter into a deeper 
connection with their utility company 
as long as it benefits them, with 
75% of connect-home devices being 
purchased through service providers.1

The popularity of the smart home also gives utilities 
a prime opportunity to connect with customers 
over a subject they are invested in. The KUBRA 
Notifi Alerts and Preference Management Center 
gives utilities the ability to reach out to customers 

in the channel of their preference, and offer tips 
on usage, real time cost and consumption data, 
advanced billing forecasts and alerts, information on 
different smart home devices, how they can become 
more energy efficient by adjusting their thermostat 
remotely, and more. By providing content and alerts 
customers find valuable, utilities foster goodwill and 
increase customer engagement and satisfaction.

The Elephant in the Room - 
Amazon Alexa
The emergent leader of the smart home market 
is Amazon and its ever-increasing product line of 
Alexa-enabled products. The breakout star products 
feature Amazon’s Artificial Intelligence (AI) 
program, Alexa, across a variety of devices designed 
for use in the home. A single mobile app is used to 
setup and control each one, while voice prompts 
allow users to engage in two-way conversations 
with Alexa. 

The Alexa app also includes a “Skills” library, 
where users can download third-party skills of 
their choice to use on their device. Skills can range 
from trivial games, to news briefs, to other smart 
home device controllers. This ability to connect 
with other smart home products of varying brands 
allows the Intelligent Assistant to become a hub of 
activity for the entire house. Instead of controlling 
the thermostat, lights, and security camera 
through three different mobile apps, owners of an 
Alexa product can simply ask Alexa to do it for 
them. Commands such as “Alexa, turn down the 
temperature” or “Alexa, turn on the lights” have 
become common voice prompts. The popularity  
of Alexa helps bring visibility to these other smart 
devices, and they are often sold in bundles with an 
Alexa-enabled product. 



On September 27, 2018, Amazon announced a whole 
new fleet of Alexa-enabled products. There were 
previously only five available devices: the original 
Echo, Echo Dot, Amazon Tap, Echo Show, and Echo 
Look. While the Echo, Echo Dot, and Amazon Tap 
focused on speakers and sound quality, the Echo 
Show added a screen and the Echo Look added a 
camera and style assistant. 

The new release more than doubled Amazon’s Alexa 
offering, with an additional six devices. The original 
Echo was updated and renamed to the Echo Plus, 
while a shorter version of the device was given the 
name Echo. The new Echo Spot is reminiscent of 
the Echo Dot but with an added display screen, and 
the Echo Connect is a new accessory that lets users 
link their Echo to a home phone line for a hands-free 
calling experience. 

Another new device is the Echo Buttons, a set of 
buttons that can be used when playing games 
installed on an Alexa device. The last new product 
is the 4K Fire TV, which can be controlled through 
an Alexa-enabled remote. Other big news from 
Amazon includes the announcement that Amazon 
has begun working with BMW to install Alexa in 
their vehicles, which is an addition to Amazon’s 
current relationship with Ford. 

All of these new products further cement Alexa 
as the industry-leading AI smart home device, 
and signals to the world that it isn’t disappearing 
anytime soon. In order to stay innovative and 
relevant with customer-preferred channels, utilities 
need to begin looking at this new industry and how 
to best leverage the technology to serve its clients.

The synergy offered by all of these new products 
integrating together under one AI and with third-
party smart home devices gives utilities the perfect 
vehicle to engage with customers in an entirely 
new communication channel. This opportunity 
led KUBRA to begin development on a brand 
new product offering that will allow utilities to 
communicate with consumers through Natural 
Language Processing in a number of channels 
including Amazon Alexa and Facebook Messenger. 

This type of functionality relies on a more natural 
way of speaking, and doesn’t require specific 
prompts in order to function. The first channel 
chosen for development was Alexa, as it is currently 
the clear market leader. Once a utility implements 
the Alexa channel, customers will be able to enable 
the skill through voice commands or by  locating 
the skill in the Alexa library. One enabled, the only 
thing customers will need to do to interact with 
their utility is enable the skill and begin asking Alexa 
voice prompts. 

Voice prompts available to customers will include 
billing, payment, and outage information. 

Prompts include: 
• Make a payment.
• How much will I spend in April? 
• How much is my bill for March? 
• How much will my bill be next month? 
• When is my next bill due? 
• What are my rates? 
• Am I on peak hours? 
• Report an outage. 
• Are there outages in my area?

Alexa, ask ABC Energy 
how much my bill is projected 

to be this month.



Utilities Putting Smart Home 
Fever Into Action
Harnessing the opportunities that come with smart 
homes isn’t something to think about in the far off 
future. In fact, there are utilities taking advantage 
of new technology today. CoServ, a rural electric 
utility cooperative in Texas, recently ran a campaign 
encouraging use of Nest Thermostats. The utility 
partnered with Nest for their Rush Hour Rewards 
program, which encourages customers to purchase 
a Nest Thermostat to receive $100 off of their 
electric bill credit after the first summer season, and 
$40 each additional year customers stay enrolled. 

The program offers benefits to all involved 
participants, from CoServ and Nest all the way down 
to individual customers. Not only did the rewards 
program give cash incentives to enrolled customers, 
but it helped them use less energy during the 
hottest of parts of the summer. Consumers used the 
smart Nest Thermostat to consume less energy by 
pre-cooling their home during the day, and adjusting 
the temperature up in the afternoons during 
designated Rush Hours. The Nest Thermostat helps 
by automatically adjusting the temperature to save 
energy while keeping homes at ideal temperatures 
when users are home. The program hosts up to 16 
two-hour rush hours each summer, which helps 
CoServ conserve energy and reduce the load on the 
grid during critical time periods. 

The program was promoted on both CoServ’s and 
Nest’s websites to help encourage enrollment in the 
program, customers were given an abundance of 
information, and told how they can help decrease 
the load on the grid and help keep energy cleaner. 
The program was so successful that CoServ 

decided to keep running it for each summer in the 
foreseeable future. Nest has also seen great benefit 
from this program, and has partnered with over 
30 other utilities to bring the Rush Hour Rewards 
program to consumers across the United States.

Conclusion
Smart home products remain a major focus for 
many customers, and are predicted to keep growing 
in popularity. This technology sector is a perfect 
fit for utilities, and provides unique opportunities 
to connect with customers, increase energy 
efficiency, and become a leader in the emerging 
power technology marketplace. Investments in this 
technology now will set up utilities for many years 
to come, and will make it easier to continue to adopt 
new consumer communication channels as they 
emerge.
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