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Context
In November 2018, the Cordence Utilities 

Summit takes place in Amersfoort, the 

Netherlands. Parallel to the Utilities 

Summit, the Young Professional Network 

organizes a collaborative 3-day workshop 

to challenge current thought by translating 

future mega trends into present-day 

actions. In other words, what should we 

be doing now, in order to be future-proof 

consultants in the utilities sector tomorrow? 

With our fi ndings, we will challenge our 

Cordence peers with the aim of being future-

proof.

Mega trends and provocative futures
Before you lies a compact quick-scan of mega 

trends and provocative futures, a result of 

collaborative desk study of Cordence partners 

Horvath, Oresys and Twynstra Gudde. Without 

trying to be all-encompassing, we give our 

impressions and answers to bulky research 

questions: what will defi ne the utility sector in 

2050? Who will our customers in the utilities 

sector be in the year 2050? How, and with what 

skills, do we serve our future client? With this 

document, we aim to jumpstart discussions, 

which will lead us to new and challenging 

insights into the future of our work fi eld.insights into the future of our work fi eld.

INTRODUCTION
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4 TRENDS
Big Data
Why should we care? Using increasing 

vast data to enhance pricing strategies, 

allows utilities companies, boost 

customer satisfaction, and improve 

production efficiency. Big data offers 

utilities opportunity to improve 

efficiency, the maximizing profit. The 

combination of smart meters and Time 

of Use Tariffs will generate lots of new 

data and enable pricing strategies and 

balance supply. 

What does this trend demand from 

utilities? How can utilities be a 

forerunner in Big Data and use it for a 

better customer relationship, efficiency 

and diminished risks? Oh, and what 

about the privacy of customers?

Customer Empowerment
Why should we care? Today’s savvy and 

digital customer, armed with a smartphone, 

demands availability of all information at 

any time, and from anywhere.

What does this trend demand from 

utilities? What role will utility firms have  

in a future where customers generate 

their own energy and even can monitor/ 

regulate this through their smart  

meters? How can utility companies  

now act on this development to retain 

the customers, whose power keeps 

growing?

Circular Economy
Why should we care? We are running 

out of fossil fuels, metals and nutrients 

thanks to our ‘take-make-consume-

dispose’ linear economy. 

What does this trend demand from 

utilities? The utilities sector is centered 

around natural resources, mainly water 

and energy. Scarcity makes it profitable 

to increase and optimize the reuse of 

materials. Instead of processing ‘waste’,  

utilities will become resource  

producers. What role should utilities 

have in ensuring our material supply? 

Whose responsibility is it to regain  

valuable resources?
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Towards zero-emission
Why should we care? For those that 

have been living under a rock: Reducing 

CO2-emissions is the only way to 

prevent the earth from warming more 

than 2 degrees Celsius by 2050 and 

preventing irreversible climate change 

and destruction of our planet as we 

know it.

What does this trend demand from 

utilities? We will need a complete 

shift to renewable energy sources and 

technology: solar, wind, hydrogen, tidal, 

biogas, geo-thermic. These sources 

demand different production, new 

infrastructure, more public place and 

they will challenge the reliability of our 

energy supply. What role should the 

utility sector play in stimulating the 

energy transition?
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What is the trend?
Big data is used for a very wide range of  

activities. In all sectors, businesses collect  

increasing amounts of data to enhance their 

pricing strategies, understand their customers 

and boost their satisfaction and improve 

efficiency. Online retailers have been among 

the first to adopt dynamic pricing, with offers 

to individual customers based on an analysis 

of their browsing. This can be controversial. For 

instance, Delta Airlines charged new customers 

who logged on to its site to book a flight much 

more than if they were identifiable as frequent 

flyers. Travel site Orbitz quoted higher prices to 

Mac users on the grounds that they were likely 

to be more affluent than PC owners. 

Most businesses in the utilities sector today 

are turning to Big Data to look for ways to 

boost customer satisfaction, enhance energy 

production efficiency and reliability, plan for 

demands in the future and lead water and  

energy conservation initiatives. Utilities are 

at the intersection of the Internet of Things 

(IoT) as well as customer behavioral analytics.  

Utilities have a chance to couple strong 

customer energy and water data use with data 

spewing off intelligent devices as well as the 

smart grid to create value propositions for the 

clientele.

BIG DATA

Why does the trend exist and why is it so 
important?
The new smart suppliers of gas, water and 

electricity to European homes and businesses 

are looking for ways to analyze the huge 

volumes of data that their new smart systems 

generate to gain insights in customer trends as 

well as operational efficiencies. They are starting 

to explore the huge amounts of information that 

are either already available or will come online 

shortly from comprehensive smart-meter roll-

outs in process or being planned. Big Data 

is a critical element to solve major business 

issues for utility firms. It could turn data from 

smart grid and meter projects into operational 

insights that are meaningful. The data can be 

turned into insights about business processes 

and customer behavior. With such valuable 

insights, big data offers the opportunity to 

progress efficiencies, thus maximizing profit. 

The arrival of smart meters and Time of Use 

Tariffs (ToUTs) will generate lots of new data 

and enable pricing to reflect the balance of 

supply and demand on the grid during any half-

hour period (e.g. dynamic pricing).  Advances 

in predictive analytics mean that data collected 

on a customer today gives not only a snapshot 

of contemporary consumption but also a strong 

indication of future activity patterns.
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What is the impact of Big Data on the 
Utilities sector?
Utilities companies are not only able to analyze 

the data, but also data visualization and data 

dashboards provide the fi rms with valuable 

insights. By using the data responsively, utilities 

can reward those who, say, use power or gas at 

certain times of the day and night when demand 

is lowest. Equally, by putting data in the hands 

of customers – for example via smart meters 

– power, gas and water businesses can also

raise awareness of the fi nancial implications of

wasteful consumption. To compete in the new

environment successfully and ensure reliable,

safe, sustainable and affordable energy, utilities

would have to fundamentally transform their

present business processes. Utilities should

leverage Big Data analytics to help translate

data to actionable insights allowing better

operational decisions. This includes predictive

maintenance, demand response analytics and

power quality optimizations among others.

From this, it is only a small step to creating

smart cities. The complete merger of all

analogue and digital infrastructure provides

the framework for the networked city of the 

future, interlocking city structures under a 

system administrator.

The application of data in utilities can be 

broadly classifi ed as:

• Using it on the customer side

• Using it on the asset side

• Using it on the commercial/risk side.

The question arises: How can companies adopt 

the rise of Big Data now and be a forerunner 

on using Big Data for a better customer 

relationship, effi ciency and diminished risks? 

With regards to challenges for utilities companies, 

it is interesting to analyze the impact of smart 

meters on the fi rms’ operations. Specifi cally, 

how do these innovations affect the labor force 

and how can utilities companies organize and 

restructure themselves in order to prepare for 

this? Lastly, price changes based on actual costs 

are useful as a mechanism for infl uencing the 

demand for utilities; however, it remains a 

challenge how this can be implemented to be 

useful.
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What is the trend?
Increasingly, today’s savvy and digitally 

empowered customer has come to expect 

the same level of service from their energy  

provider that they get from their mobile 

phone company, ISP or cable TV provider. The 

emergence of customer experience as the 

primary competitive battlefield is driven by 

digital technology. Armed with smartphone, 

tablet, laptop and PC, today’s consumer is used 

to having access to all sorts of information at 

any time, and from anywhere. Expectations 

of service have never been higher. Most of 

us expect service on a 24/7 basis. It’s almost 

become a game, getting customers to engage 

with their utility. Some energy apps are actual 

games, challenging users to recognize their 

consumption and alter it. It used to be that 

customers almost only interacted with utility 

companies to pay bills or to complain (about 

outages for example). Nowadays, utility 

firms are trying to create a touch point with 

customers in a positive way.

The success of agile, customer-centric firms like 

HomeServe and Octopus is a wake-up call for 

energy providers. Customers increasingly hold 

the balance of power in a digital market. For 

Energy & Utilities companies, it is a reminder 

of how new vital, flexible and agile billing and 

service, as well as operations can pose either a 

competitive advantage or a threat—depending 

on how you are addressing the market.

Why does the trend exist and why is it 
so important?
In the UK, the top-10 companies ranked on their  

Customer Experience achieved more than £43 

million more in revenue every year compared 

to those ranked 11-100. Customer experience 

feeds directly through to the bottom line.  

Utilities businesses are not immune to the 

impact of the tech-empowered customer, and 

they must respond. The growing importance of 

customer experience can’t be attributed solely to 

the impact of new technology. Today’s customers 

expect high quality regardless of the supplier. 

In a market where customers can compare 

prices simply by tapping on a smartphone 

app, price differentials are being eroded. 

There is a lot to play for: customer acquisition 

and retention is expensive. Utility firms 

that create a positive customer experience 

can build the loyalty and trust that lead to  

customer relationships characterized by  

improved retention rates, reduced price  

sensitivity and increased susceptibility to  

buying more.

CUSTOMER ENGAGEMENT 
AND EMPOWERMENT
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CUSTOMER ENGAGEMENT 
AND EMPOWERMENT

Smart meters constitute a big part of all this, 

enabling customers to check and calculate 

their real-time energy consumption levels 

in the home to take appropriate steps to cut 

down energy costs. They will give consumers 

detailed information about their actual energy 

consumption (as opposed to estimated 

readings) and the cost of that energy. Smart 

meters are expected to hold a major share 

of the smart home market by 2023. With one 

single solution for switching between devices 

in the home, consuming and storing energy 

and controlling its costs, consumers will have 

an increasingly powerful role. Following this, 

they will be in a position to drive even more 

fl exible service and billing systems. 

It is key for utility fi rms nowadays to change 

their activities in order to manage the shift to 

the empowered and engaged customer. How 

will self-suffi cient homes affect the sector? Is 

there a chance that the sales of companies 

that currently provide utilities decrease 

substantially due to this? Are providers of gas 

doomed or will they be able to adapt to clean 

energy demand?

What is the impact of the Customer 
Engagement and Empowerment on the 
Utilities sector?
Consumer empowerment is set to take 

another step forward with the continuous rise 

of smart meters. Meanwhile, consumers are 

generating their own power through solar 

panels and feeding it back into the grid. In 

the next few years, consumers will also be 

regulating their energy consumption around 

the “networked” home through Internet of 

Things technology.  All of this will only serve 

to heighten the expectations of business and 

domestic consumers. Inevitably, empowering 

technology will reshape the relationship 

between customers and suppliers. This is 

creating new options for customers, even if 

switching remains relatively low in absolute 

terms at present. 
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REDUCTION OF CO2-
EMISSIONS – TOWARDS A 
ZERO-EMISSION UTILITY 
SECTOR

What is the trend?
Governments as well as companies are 

increasingly paying more attention to reducing 

CO2-emissions, with the ambition to establish 

a Zero-emission society. This means reducing 

the energy demand, generating energy from 

renewable resources and, when fossil fuels 

cannot yet be replaced by renewable energy 

resources, using fossil fuels as cleanly and 

efficiently as possible (the trias energetica). The 

increasing demand for renewable energy results 

in a need for efficient ways of energy storage. 

Examples are batteries at consumers’ homes 

(power walls), neighborhood batteries and  

season storages. That ambitions and targets 

are set on reducing CO2-emissions is not a 

new trend. The Kyoto protocol, signed in 1997, 

set concrete CO2-emission reduction targets 

for each signing country; it was signed by 192 

countries. The Paris agreement again committed 

the majority of the countries to put an effort 

to limit the global warming to 1,5 degrees  

Celsius, 2 degrees Celsius maximum. The scale 

of the efforts that are undertaken to meet these 

targets, however, is bigger than before.

Why is it important?
Reducing CO2-emissions is important to prevent 

the earth from warming more than 2 degrees 

Celsius by 2050 (Paris agreement) and preventing 

irreversible natural hazards from happening 

like ocean warming and acidification. Global 

warming causes a climate change, with more 

extreme weather events like severe dry spells, 

more hurricanes and more high intensive rain 

showers with flooding and drought following 

from that. It introduces new or more severe 

shocks to the livelihoods of many people.  

Second, the need for cleaner, equally or more 

efficient energy resources is growing, as is 

awareness that these are needed as well. 

A theme that relates to reducing CO2-

emissions is the rise of a shared economy. The  
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consumers of today shares their cars, bicycles 

and even their homes. Due to this, demand 

for utilities is affected by this and possibly 

decreases. Essentially, the activity of sharing

implies a decrease in utilities that are used. 

For example, the development of autonomous 

and shared vehicles will change the world of 

mobility and, therefore, the world of utilities. 

Shared and autonomous vehicles (which 

are meant to be electric as well) change the 

demand for utilities, due to a clustering of 

differing customer demands – as people will 

share rides together. Relating to the main 

topic of this trend, reducing CO2-emissions, 

the shared economy plays a major role as 

it is expected to be a factor in decreasing the 

demand for certain utilities.

What impact does it have on the utility 
sector?
This trend will change the utilities sector 

undoubtedly. The focus has to be put on 

generating and distributing energy from 

renewable resources: solar, wind, hydrogen, 

tidal, biogas, geothermic. Energy resources 

demand different production sites and new 

infrastructure and pose challenges to the 

sector around the reliability of the energy 

supply, storage and pressure on the public 

space. Should waste-water treatment plants 

become energy production plants? Should 

governments or semi-governments that 

manage these plants become energy 

producers? More and more civilians are investing 

in solar panels, small windmills and other 

and shared vehicles will change the world of 

mobility and, therefore, the world of utilities. 

Shared and autonomous vehicles (which 

are meant to be electric as well) change the 

demand for utilities, due to a clustering of 

differing customer demands – as people will 

share rides together. Relating to the main 

topic of this trend, reducing CO2-emissions, 

the shared economy plays a major role as 

it is expected to be a factor in decreasing the 

What impact does it have on the utility 

This trend will change the utilities sector 

undoubtedly. The focus has to be put on 

generating and distributing energy from 

renewable resources: solar, wind, hydrogen, 

tidal, biogas, geothermic. Energy resources 

demand different production sites and new 

infrastructure and pose challenges to the 

sector around the reliability of the energy 

supply, storage and pressure on the public 

space. Should waste-water treatment plants 

become energy production plants? Should 

governments or semi-governments that 

manage these plants become energy 

producers? More and more civilians are investing 

in solar panels, small windmills and other 

initiatives to generate power on a local scale. 

Should this be governed, what role should the 

utility sector play in this bottom-up movement?
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CLOSING THE LOOP – 
TOWARDS A ZERO WASTE, 
CIRCULAR ECONOMY
What is the trend?
Attention and awareness around the ‘circular 

economy’ is growing, on a national, regional and 

local level. Used goods are no longer considered 

waste, but a resource. It is not a new trend.  

Already in a 1972 report Limits to Growth, 

the Club of Rome indicated that then-current 

economic models were depleting finite 

resources while the population kept growing. 

In early 2017, the Dutch government set the goal 

to be 100% circular in 2050, meaning no virgin 

material is being used anymore and no waste 

is being produced. The European Commission 

adopted an ambitious Circular Economy 

Package, which includes measures that will help 

stimulate Europe’s transition towards a circular 

economy, boost global competitiveness, foster 

sustainable economic growth and generate 

new jobs. Adding to that the Waste Directive 

and Landfill Directive of the EU contain 

concrete targets on reuse and reduction of 

waste.1 Germany is implementing the German 

Resource Efficiency Program. This policy helps  

Germany meet what its government sees 

as its global responsibility for the ecological 

and social impacts of the country’s resource 

use. The program focuses on the material use 

of abiotic raw materials such as metal ores 

and industrial minerals, and also covers the 

material use of biotic raw materials.2 

Why is it important?
Natural resources have been depleted for 

years by humanity. Metals and nutrients are 

getting scarcer and we are running out of  

fossil fuels because of our ‘take-make-consume 

and dispose’ linear economy. The earth’s crust 

contains enough natural resources to sustain 

this model for a lot more years. However, 

it will become harder and more expensive 

to access these resources. To decrease the 

pressure humans lay on the pool of natural 

resources and ensure the quality of life for 

future generations, it is important to decrease 

the use of primary materials, decrease waste 

generation and preserve value in the organic 

and inorganic material loops. This also lends 

itself to reducing CO2-emissions because less 

energy is needed to (re)create materials.
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What impact does it have on the utility 
sector?
The utilities sector is centered on natural 

resources, mainly water and energy 

Establishing a circular economy demands 

changes in how the utility sector is organized. 

Wastewater treatments plants will become an 

important producer of nutrients, regained from 

wastewater.  “Water, sanitation and wastewater 

utilities (‘water’ utilities) can become engines 

for the circular economy. Water utilities have an 

opportunity to start to see water as a medium 

of valuable resources and more signifi cantly 

have an important role to play as resource 

stewards.”3 Regaining nutrients from waste 

water is something that has been developed 

for a few decades now, but methods keep 

becoming more sophisticated. This also raises 

questions like: can we apply nutrients and 

other materials from wastewater in the same 

way as a virgin material? Legislation on using 

waste as a resource is not yet in place.

Decreasing waste production and closing 

material loops should result in a reduction of 

CO2-emission. Emitting CO2 is an open end 

in the organic material loop and is considered 

‘waste’. Closing this loop means reducing CO2-

emissions. Waste as we see it now can also be 

a resource for energy production, for example 

by generating biogas from bio-refi neries. 

1 http://ec.europa.eu/environment/circular-economy/index_en.htm

2 https://www.ellenmacarthurfoundation.org/case-studies/german-resource-effi ciency-programme-progress-ii

3  http://www.iwa-network.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/IWA_Circular_Economy_screen.pdf

Essentially, one of the bigger challenges in 

the circular economy is allocating, mining and 

distributing resources effi ciently, reducing the 

impact on the environment by working on a 

local or regional scale. Blockchain is one of 

the developments that makes it possible to 

organize the circular supply chain, tracking 

the provenance of materials and making sure 

loops are in fact closed.
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Alfa Consulting is a global consulting firm, renowned for the design of 

pragmatic strategies and the improvement of the execution capabilities of large 

companies. Our group, Cordence Worldwide has more than 3,000 consultants 

and 70 offices all over the world, which allows us to carry out projects globally. 

We combine strategic and design capabilities with deep business knowledge 

specialized by industry, enabling us to support our customers in strategic 

projects, providing a practical and effective approach.
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