Reducing Customer Churn
with Virtual-First Care in
the UK Energy Market

Introduction:

Increased Competition is Turning Up the Heat on Customer Churn
Ever since deregulation, UK energy providers have had to focus their efforts on improving
customer retention. Whilst this volatility in the market might be great for competition and
the customer, small to medium-sized suppliers have been hit the hardest, as one in four
customers leaves a small or medium-sized energy supplier every year 1. Such high levels
of churn damage a brand’s reputation and result in millions in lost revenue.

Pricing has also played a significant role in customer churn. With more customers becoming aware of energy usage and
how they’re being billed, switching suppliers to save money becomes a major factor. Although electricity prices per kWh
remained relatively stable through 2018 and 2019, average prices increased by around 6% to 13.26 pence per kWh in 2020 2.
Shopping around has also become easier. Switching suppliers online only takes consumers a few minutes and doing so
can save the average household hundreds of pounds per year. Consequently, 10.7 million UK customers changed their
energy supplier in 2019 3.

Following deregulation, a multitude of new suppliers
emerged. These “disruptors” gradually took market share
away from the “Big Six” legacy suppliers with aggressive
customer acquisition campaigns that promised cheap
energy and world-class service. Capitalising on this
momentum, the number of “disruptor” suppliers on the
market steadily increased, but the success of these
campaigns was often short-lived.

According to the energy regulator Ofgem, the number
of total suppliers in the UK energy market peaked at 73
between March and June of 2018 4. Since then, several
of them have either gone out of business or been
acquired by larger brands. This is primarily due to the
energy price cap, rising energy tariffs, or the failure to
acquire enough customers to make them sustainable.
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Based on these trends, it has become clear that understanding customer acquisition and retention provides a critical
path to success in the UK energy market. To achieve that, suppliers must be able to understand and address their
customer pain points.

According to industry experts and recently published data,
there are three of those pain points that are most pressing:
1. Price

2. Energy consumption

3. Customer Experience (CX)

Increased competition and
the simplification of switching
introduced by the regulator has
led customers to become more
aware of the price point they’re
paying for energy consumption.
Having the freedom to switch
providers without much pain
makes them more inclined to
act if another provider can save
them money.

Due to lockdowns imposed to
control COVID-19, customers are
spending more time at home.
This is increasing their energy
usage, leading them to ask more
questions about how they’re
being billed for it. Paired with the
widespread negative economic
impacts of the pandemic, this
engagement with their energy
provider on rates and strategies
to reduce consumption has
become even more critical.

While price and consumption
are major concerns for
customers, both these issues
require engagement and
customer care from their
energy provider. With the
pandemic disrupting traditional
contact centres, customers are
finding it more and more difficult
to get the assistance they need
in answering inquiries and
changing tariffs.

The challenge for energy providers, then, becomes a question of how to best address those pain points.
To remain competitive, energy providers must be available to their customers when they are needed and provide
service via the channel of their choice. A deep understanding of customer types and their usage patterns is also necessary.
Additionally, providers need to focus on building enduring relationships based on high-quality, empathetic customer care.
To accomplish this, providers will need to have the right tools, technology, and processes in place to get them there.

In this paper, we’ll discuss how UK energy providers can:

Integrate more effective CX strategies to prevent churn
Better understand their customers to move beyond a transactional business model
Deliver amazing service with a lower cost of ownership
Use virtual-first technology to provide 24/7/365 service
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The Foundation for Customer Retention is Being Available
Managing churn starts with being there when your customers need you. This may sound
like an obvious cliché, but it’s absolutely the first step in refocusing CX strategy. The question,
then, becomes how do you make sure you are available to your customers on their time
and still maintain a cost-efficient and effective care model?
New research has shown that 78% of UK customers will switch energy providers after a negative contact centre experience.
Conversely, the same research says that 84% of customers are more likely to stay after a positive experience 5. By the
same token, the energy sector was the second-worst performing industry in total Net Promoter Score (NPS) in a study
conducted across 190 brands in 15 industries 6 . All of this tells us that a brand’s ability to provide the best possible service
can quite literally make or break customer loyalty and growth.
At the same time, energy brands need to run their customer care organisations at maximum efficiency so they can control
costs and turn a profit. This is difficult to do when using a traditional contact centre philosophy. Traditional contact centres
schedule agents in shifts and stack those shifts so they have maximum call handling capacity at the highest points of
predicted call volume.

This can lead to several issues. In a traditional operating model, energy providers don’t always have a customer support
option on Sundays. This often results in a spike in contacts on Monday mornings, which often coincides with a shortfall
in the capacity required to respond to the backlog of urgent requests made over the weekend. That’s not to mention
the lengthy Monday morning queue of new contacts that impact average hold times and quality of service. Meanwhile,
many agents in traditional contact centres are underutilised at points in the day where call volume is low, driving further
inefficiency.
To overcome this, many energy suppliers will make available a wide range of support topics through website help pages,
but their telephone number for support is often deliberately hidden. A great way to improve customer service is allowing
customers to make contact through their channel of choice – be it voice, email, chat, text, or social media – at any time
that it’s convenient for them.
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Providing this level of availability while still maintaining cost
efficiencies is difficult to do, but innovations in technologies
and workstyles are changing that paradigm.
As an example, virtual-first care driven by a gig-economy
workforce is changing the face of CX strategy. In a virtual-first
environment, gig-workers engage customers from secure,
dedicated offices in their home. Because these gig-economy
resources are focused on achieving their ideal work-life
blend, they have a bias towards part-time work and can
be scheduled in smaller service intervals, allowing energy
providers to create more efficient capacity plans that
reduce abandon rates in high-volume times while eliminating
unused capacity at low-volume times.
By taking a virtual-first approach, energy suppliers can
be there to address and solve many of these common
issues that often result in poor service levels and customer
complaints.

What does that virtual-first approach look like?

Scheduling in shorter service intervals to optimise occupancy and match supply
with customer demand, reducing excess capacity and cost
A network of gig-economy service partners that allows for exponential flexibility in intraday or seasonal capacity
Highly responsive remote performance monitoring and facilitation that drives the achievement of critical KPIs
AI-driven collaborative forecasting and analytics that allow for new models of capacity planning

Virtual-first customer care changes some of the previously “unchangeable” rules of traditional
CX strategy, allowing for new approaches to increase customer satisfaction (CSAT), improve Net Promoter
Scores (NPS), and be there for every customer when needed. As the response of many organisations
to COVID-19 has demonstrated, many preconceptions of what is possible have been shattered.
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Going Beyond Automation to Truly Understand Your Customers
While automation can be an effective tool for low-complexity inquiries, such as submitting a
meter reading, changing an address, and the like, it lacks the flexibility to handle more
complex, emotive requests. Deeper awareness of your customers’ needs is key to building
better relationships and expanding your share of wallet with new products or services.
In 2018, Ofgem registered 3.5 million complaints made by customers to energy suppliers. The main issues cited were
billing, customer service, meter installation, and payment methods 7. While the low-complexity nature of these inquires
might make automation the most logical solution, the strategy will need to shift when customers make contact about
more complex issues, such as inquiring about smart home technology, ways to conserve energy in their everyday usage,
registering vulnerability, or transferring service to a new home.
The need to handle more complex, emotive contacts with customers creates a subsequent need for agents who are
knowledgeable, confident, and comfortable with in-depth inquiries. This is another area where virtual-first care provides
a significant advantage. Gig-economy workers tend to be more mature, well-educated, and with more professional
backgrounds when compared with the stereotypical contact centre agent. Needless to say, building an exceptional
virtual-first program requires in-depth expertise with remote learning methodologies and cutting-edge instruction
technology.
First, learning journeys specific to your business outcomes must be developed to make sure all instruction will drive the
desired KPIs. Secondly, curriculum must be implemented to work across all channel formats, whether that is remote or
in-person. Next, virtual learning is not just PowerPoint on Zoom. You need a qualified network of virtual-first instructors that
understand how to keep learners engaged and developing. Additionally, learning technology is moving at lightning speed
to mirror the diverse range of people in the workplace, so expertise in course design and delivery must be matched by
deep understanding of the learning platforms that deliver excellence. Finally, performance must be constantly measured
and curriculum curated to make sure the knowledge in your network matches the changing needs of your business.

Virtual-first Tools

Business Outcome

Curated content and learning journeys

Ensures desired agent behavior

Virtual learning environment that

Promotes holistic education

Experienced learning instructors

Speed time to proficiency

Cutting-edge learning management systems

Improved knowledge retention

uses multiple engagement styles

and learner comprehension

With the right tools in place, a virtual-first approach can significantly decrease average handle times,
lower transfer rates, and improve overall contact quality, building a relationship with customers that is
based not only on availability but also on a clear understanding of their needs.
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A Virtual-First Solution to Deliver Personalised, Empathetic Care
In early March 2020, the world as we knew it came grinding to a sudden halt. The COVID-19
pandemic was about to deliver a devastating impact on businesses and people at every level.
Brick-and-mortar contact centres closed their doors. Employees were told to work remotely for the indefinite future. And
like many others, the energy sector experienced a dramatic rise in urgent customer calls. Without a playbook or plan
in place to handle such a scenario, decision-makers scrambled to address the sudden and unexpected changes they
were attempting to navigate. This also created a sense of increased urgency to assist the most vulnerable customers
with options to help them keep their lights on during the pandemic. Customers look to providers to not only help them
solve complicated issues, but to provide expert guidance in tough times and identify solutions that address their most
difficult problems. Underscoring this point, customers say 70% of buying experiences are dictated by how they feel they’re
being treated along the way 8.
Here again, virtual-first care can change the game. Let’s begin with quality at the
source. The gig-economy workforce is more mature, with a background that tends
to include more professional and academic experience. Because gig-economy
workers are looking to shape work around life, and not the other way around,
the type of work is often just as crucial to them as the time or volume of work
they’re doing. This means they seek out brands that they want to work for, often in
industries in which they have a background themselves or have experience as
a consumer. Consequently, they are ready to absorb more information and
naturally handle more complex customer engagements.
Being at a different point in their life’s journey than traditional contact centre
representatives, they are also less of a security risk. Their experience also promotes
stronger skills in conflict resolution, negotiation, and sales that can deliver on a
brand’s crucial financial goals.

Comparing Service Agent Profiles
Gig-economy Resource

Traditional Contact Centre Agent

Older, More Mature

Early in Career

10+ Years of Professional Experience

2+ Years of Professional Experience

Industry Background

First-time Learner

Stable Work-From-Home Environment/Technology

Limited Remote Working Potential

Autonomous Self-starter

Needs Highly Regimented Environment

The gig economy has created a shift in global workstyles, largely driven by technology and people’s desire
to have more control over the way they work. Individuals that enjoy this type of work take pride in running their own
business and using their skills to do work that they find fits their lifestyle. Providing these individuals with
the technology they need to help customers in the energy sector can drive great results for the brand and their
customers, particularly in a time when so much of the world’s workforce is affected so drastically by the impacts
of COVID-19.
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Using Technology to Reduce Costs and Improve Results
Regardless of the lasting effects of COVID-19 on energy firms of any size, one thing
remains clear: The pandemic has shined a harsh light on many of the vulnerabilities
in traditional customer care.
The combination of people, strategy, and technology is at the core of how your organisation handles customer care. All
three are constantly evolving, and in an energy sector that has faced an ongoing challenge with customer churn, it’s
critical to have a solid foundation with those factors top of mind. When people think of a traditional contact centre, an
image of a large “cubicle farm” might come to mind first: Rows upon rows of representatives with headsets for as far as
the eye can see, under one roof. But what if the contact centre is crippled by a major storm, natural disaster, or pandemic
like the one we’re currently facing, and suffers an outage as a result?
Ordinarily, that would be an overwhelming blow for business. But thanks to advancements in technology and sourcing over
the past decade, implementing a virtual-first solution can make those problems all but nonexistent.

Instead of traditional information technology design, a virtual-first infrastructure should be cloud-based so it can handle
massive fluctuations in capacity to respond to contact volume spikes. Because this IT design includes tens of thousands of
gig-economy resources, every endpoint must exist in a secure virtual workspace that protects customer and brand data.
Every interval must be authenticated for bandwidth quality, VPN, location, identity, and statement of work. Any failure in that
rigorous validation would terminate the connection to the network.
Once established, call monitoring and performance facilitation improve quality and ensure no technical issues are causing
a delay in service. The entire dispersed network must be designed with no single point of failure, making business continuity
a standard operating procedure instead of a response to an event. Finally, highly compliant security event management
must be employed to detect and protect against malware and viruses.
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This new way of looking at CX technology is designed specifically for a virtual-first network of gig-economy resources that
can deliver high-quality care while improving the cost efficiency of a care program.
Not only have employers adopted work-from-home as a viable means to maintain productivity during the COVID-19
pandemic, but there are environmental impacts to consider as well. The global heads of commodities research at
Goldman-Sachs recently said companies switching to Zoom instead of business travel could curb transportation oil
demand by as much as 3 million barrels per day 9.

Virtual-First Care is the Future of UK Energy Customer Growth
UK energy providers are in a highly competitive market that places greater emphasis on
improving the availability, quality, and security of customer care. Deregulation is allowing
customers more choice and the ability to speedily switch supplier for better price and
service considerations. But, as it has been proven time and time again, price alone will
not drive churn in loyal customers that believe they are getting the best quality of care
to match the dependability of their services.
However, delivering this level of care and still maintaining profit margins requires that UK energy providers explore new
ways of sourcing capacity, expand their reach with new products and services, and build relationships that will endure
against new market entrants and price wars.

Virtual-first CX strategies allow for just
these types of innovations, creating
deeper and more meaningful
relationships that will keep the
lights on for years to come.
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A Virtual-First Customer Care Case Study
Arise Virtual Solutions has been providing solutions to the UK energy sector since 2015. The agility of the Arise Platform,
combined with the ability to attract a more rounded and experienced group of agents, resulted in npower
appointing Arise to deliver a home-agent solution primarily to manage demand to resource service intervals at an
optimised cost. According to Carl Bowles, director of customer contact & relationship management at npower, the two
organisations work closely together to make best use of the high flex capability of the Arise home-agent
network to complement npower’s inhouse operation, aligning with customer demand across the more
challenging parts of the service window, as well as during planned and unplanned spikes and peaks.

The opportunities they sought to address included:
Effectively responding to customer complaints
Reactivity to intraday spikes in volume for short, incremental periods
Efficiently dealing with short-term increase in demand due to event-driven customer behavior
Proactive scheduling of support to match the exact timing of peak volumes
Improving call wait times, increasing CSAT, and meeting SLAs

By partnering with Arise, the company experienced a shift in efficiency that
extended to both its customers and employees. Some of the outcomes they saw:

A 20% increase in flex capacity on a week-to-week basis
Increased emergency capacity to handle extreme winter weather
Transformation of existing physical classroom-based training into a 100% virtual learning journey
Increased critical complaint closure measure by 23%
Consistent compliance and quality, with minimum variation in calibrated scoring check
Reduced emissions output by 107 tons and saved approximately 470,000 commuter miles

Having the Arise home agent network in place before the COVID-19 pandemic
arrived was particularly valuable to npower:
“What it really meant for us was that we never closed our telephone lines, so we always had consistent service. When
we had some of our own internal advisors or other partners that weren’t able to get to work, we consistently had Arise
at home. That enabled us to mobilise our own workforce to start from home over a period of about three weeks. And
then, within about six weeks, we’d opened another three lines of business with Arise so they could support where we
were struggling on certain customer journeys. The fact that there was no work to do to get Arise to work from home
really enabled us to stay open for our customers across quite a crucial and confusing time.”
-Carl Bowles, director of customer contact & relationship management, npower
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About Arise Virtual Solutions
Using a virtual-first platform that focuses on the interactions between agent and customer,
the Arise® Platform can help your organisation handle 25% more contacts per hour. We do this
by connecting your brand with a network of over 70,000 decentralized contact centre agents
– known as Service Partners – who are there for your customers whenever they need support.

Be There:
Engage Customers on Their Time, Their Channel, and Their Topic.
By scheduling agents in 30-minute intervals instead of a typical shift of six to eight hours, Arise can flex to meet peak
volumes, 24 hours a day, 7 days a week, 365 days a year. This allows your brand to support up to 600% of normal peak
volume, maximizing occupancy while reducing costs.
Be Aware:
Understand Customers’ Needs to Expand Share of Wallet
Powered by immersive and interactive curriculum, Service Partners learn to drive the most desirable outcome of every
customer interaction. Customize your content for an interactive, engaging virtual classroom, and get more qualified,
professional agents to deliver personalized, empathetic care – faster.
Be Essential:
Build Enduring Relationships to Drive Customer Growth
With an average age of 38 and highly experienced, Service Partners on the Arise® Platform are mature, empathetic, and
enthusiastic. They’re required to complete a rigorous certification process that focuses as much on soft skills and technical
knowledge as it does on your brand. With the ability to service in 30-minute increments, Service Partners don’t face the
usual risks of burnout after a long day of customer-facing activity.
Be Efficient:
Optimize Costs with Secure Technology that Reduces Environmental Impact
Using multifactor authentication and a secure VPN connection, the Arise® Platform offers the highest levels
of security. Service Partners have no access to any customer’s bank account or credit card numbers, and
the virtualized approach allows your organisation to save money on operating costs.

Arise Virtual Solutions is the future of customer care.
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