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or energy delivery professionals, industry disruption is 

everywhere. We’re continuing to witness and face challenges 

including the:

• Pressure to incorporate smart grid and other new 
technologies 

• Growing worker knowledge gap as Baby Boomers retire

• Movement toward customer-centric business models

 

There’s no one solution for successfully addressing these factors 

within your operations. But one strategy should serve as a 

foundation to help you move forward: giving leaders the tools 

they need to explore the shifting landscape, update company 

goals and implement new strategies. Strong leadership is critical, 

as leaders who align with their team’s evolving needs can better 

maintain their connection to employees, investors and the 

communities they serve. Consequently, engaged, focused leaders 

make decisions that benefit all these stakeholders.

In the following pages, we’ll explore how leaders can learn the 

skills and insights they need to address the industry’s challenges. 
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Tackling Technology

As new smart components replace original power systems, 

mechanical components are being replaced by technological ones 

that offer increased efficiency and speed. Utility professionals must 

embrace these emerging technologies, which can improve energy 

delivery services and support carbon neutral goals:

• The smart grid. The individual and collective components of 

an updated infrastructure that can be deployed to support 

the power needs of homes, cities and entire regions. 

• Smart meters. Automated data provided to analyze energy 

use and quickly identify outages.

• The internet of things. Devices that monitor power 

generation and delivery equipment and send notifications for 

maintenance, repair or replacement.

• Artificial intelligence and machine learning. Analytics 

tools deployed to understand power users’ patterns and 

customer needs.
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Technology is also driving utility leaders to think about energy 

delivery and the role of utilities in a new way, with the growing 

use of distributed energy resources and automated demand 

response programs, as well as the new roles of utilities as 

technology consultants and providers of smart home devices. 

The skills needed to manage these new systems are vastly 

different from those needed to handle what came before. As 

one example, data collection and management has become a 

critical task for utilities, as it is for other types of businesses. “Yet,” 

stated POWERGRID International, “when it comes to assembling 

the workforce needed to navigate this new reality, many industry 

leaders know that they still have a long way to go.” 

To take advantage of emerging technology, utilities need 

forward-thinking leaders to deploy it intelligently, productively 

and cost-effectively. Learning from colleagues about successful 

projects is one way for leaders to get the knowledge they need. 

For example, Vern Peterson, vice president of Wisconsin field 

operations for WEC Energy Group, led a team to develop a fault 

location isolation reinforcement distribution automation system. 

“There are a lot of ways you can go about doing that,” he said. 

“There are various equipment and software vendors, and the 

option of doing the programming in-house.” 

To determine the best approach, Peterson reached out to contacts 

in the membership community at MEA Energy Association. There, 

he found the information he needed to make the right decisions 

about equipment and approach. He noted, “As networking 

relationships develop, when you have an issue, you know who you 

can speak to. And if those individuals don’t have the answers, they 

can get you in touch with others who may.”

“Yet, when it comes to 
assembling the workforce 
needed to navigate this 
new reality, many industry 
leaders know that they still 
have a long way to go.”

POWERGRID International

https://www.power-grid.com/2019/08/27/the-right-workforce-is-key-to-utilities-becoming-a-platform-player/#gref
https://www.meaenergy.org/


Attracting 
Talent

Another critical skill for leaders is the ability to attract the next 

generation of talent. As Baby Boomers retire, they aren’t always 

easy to replace. Yet utilities need a new cohort to learn the skills 

required to fill the knowledge gap left behind. Peterson said, “A lot 

of employees with a tremendous amount of knowledge are leaving 

us. We need to get new, young folks up to speed.” This concern is 

particularly urgent because younger workers that enter the field 

aren’t immediately leadership ready. They need time to learn field 

and leadership skills. 

Additionally, Generations Y and Z may need different incentives 

than Boomers and Gen Xers. Leaders who can provide such 

incentives gain an edge for their companies in drawing talent, 

improving operations and retaining customers. Besides adequate 

pay, benefits, work environment and training, utilities can offer 

supportive services to populations that may not initially consider 

the utility industry as an attractive career path. 
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Ashley Babcock, director of damage prevention and public awareness 

at CenterPoint Energy, has used an MEA program called Energetic 

Women as a draw when recruiting women in engineering. She said, 

“I tell them, ‘You’re picking a career in a male-dominated field. Your 

university provides a resource group for that, but what about when 

you’re in the industry?’ I can point to this support system and network 

that we have available, and it goes a long way toward making our 

company more attractive to women who may become our future 

leaders. In my opinion, there is no other program providing this 

content, specific to women, in the industry.” 

Patrick Van Beek, president at MEA, explains that this type of 

offering is part of a dedication to investing in people. Two similar 

MEA program offerings are Skills for Effective Training and 

Field Leader Training, both of which focus on safety training for 

industry professionals.   
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Online resources are another good tool for leaders who want 

to improve their ability to attract new talent. For example, an 

HR Technologist article suggests that utilities strive to create an 

employee-centric culture, noting that doing so “not only improves 

productivity but also increases retention and improves morale 

which ultimately impacts customer service.” The article recommends 

investing in workplace technology, which may be separate from 

the technology used for operations and customer care. It also lists 

values alignment, upskilling and rethinking recruiting strategies as 

smart tactics for attracting younger workers. Values alignment is 

especially important, given that these potential employees “want to 

work for organizations that align with their values and where their 

role will have an impact on the future.” 

“In my opinion, there is no 
other program providing 
this content, specific to 
women, in the industry.”

Ashley Babcock, director of damage prevention and public 
awareness at CenterPoint Energy

https://www.hrtechnologist.com/articles/recruitment-onboarding/how-utilities-can-attract-and-retain-young-talent/


“In a range of industries, 
managers are now 
focusing on upskilling 
as an opportunity to 
expand employees’ 
capabilities and fulfill 
the needs of a rapidly 
shifting jobs market.”

PWC

Upskilling is critical for training new and existing employees to take 

on additional roles. A PWC article states, “In a range of industries, 

managers are now focusing on upskilling as an opportunity to 

expand employees’ capabilities and fulfill the needs of a rapidly 

shifting jobs market.” 

Rethinking recruiting strategies involves understanding the 

motivations of younger workers. For example, according to Fast 

Company, “New technologies drive Gen Z, so your hiring process 

needs to keep up, too. From ensuring your [applicant tracking 

system] is mobile optimized for easy-apply to creating recruiting 

videos to showcase your fun culture and perks, it’s important to 

keep thinking ahead.”
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https://www.pwc.com/gx/en/industries/energy-utilities-resources/publications/powering-up-the-energy--utilities-and-resources-workforce.html
https://www.fastcompany.com/90368949/the-key-to-hiring-gen-z-candidates-think-like-them
https://www.fastcompany.com/90368949/the-key-to-hiring-gen-z-candidates-think-like-them


Addressing Evolving 
Customer Needs 

As the business world shifts its focus toward the customer 

experience, many leaders struggle to develop customer-centric 

models. Yet, when consumers see this level of service in other 

industries, such as clothing, hospitality and consumer goods, they 

demand the same from all entities they engage with, including 

utilities. Given the increasing scrutiny utilities face, leaders must 

determine how to address these demands. Customers’ specific 

expectations may include:

• Immediate care and outage response. Customers want to know 

what’s being done to solve problems in real time. 

• Apps, chatbots and other technologies to increase convenience 

and ease. Waiting on hold is no longer acceptable. Customers expect 

ways to perform tasks whenever and wherever they want.
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• Omnichannel capabilities. In an online world, energy users want 

functionality that enables a seamless transition between online 

portal, chat, text, social media and other communication methods.

• Consultation and push notifications regarding smart home 

technology. Consumers want to use technology to automate 

their lives, including their energy use.

• Opportunities to control and minimize energy use. Today’s 

customers are highly engaged in the wider implications of their 

energy consumption. 

As with attracting talent, online sources can help leaders learn 

customer-centric approaches. According to a Bain & Company 

article, leaders can become customer-centric by understanding 

https://www.bain.com/insights/powering-up-the-customer-experience-in-utilities/


what matters most to customers, engaging in performance 

measurement, using a systematic approach, and prioritizing 

customer experience. But neither the high-level transition to 

customer-centricity nor these suggestions are necessarily easy. 

For example, understanding what matters to customers 

could involve a months-long study and analysis. Performance 

measurement and a systematic approach may require a whole new 

set of systems and tasks. And prioritizing customer experience may 

require an extreme shift in thinking. Bain & Company states, “It’s 

not easy to alter the DNA of an industry that has not had to think 

much about customer satisfaction.” 

Another useful online resource is a guide for helping middle 

managers build a customer-centric culture from utility research firm 

E Source. It notes that these leaders can help by translating customer 

priorities into employee behaviors, and set goals and priorities 

based on those behaviors. The guide offers several strategies to help 

managers provide appropriate direction to workers. 

Another area in which customers have high expectations is carbon 

neutrality, especially their utility’s plans to reach carbon-neutral 

goals. Van Beek noted, “This is a significant change for our industry. 
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For centuries, it relied on carbon-based fuels for its existence. 

Now we’re putting plans in place to head toward carbon neutrality 

by 2050. That’s going to require a big change and maybe some 

different types of leadership and different strategic visions. New 

sources of generation are impacting our industry every day, 

including renewable gas, wind and solar.” 

Like other customer care strategies, integrating new energy 

sources is a complex matter that requires top-level strategic and 

leadership skills. Members of MEA can build such decision-making 

abilities through participating in operations committees that 

enable them to practice guiding discussions, reaching consensus, 

determining direction and implementing plans.

“It’s not easy to alter the DNA 
of an industry that has not 
had to think much about 
customer satisfaction.”

Bain and Company

https://www.esource.com/cxs-1700019-004/engaging-middle-managers-stoke-customer-centric-culture
https://www.esource.com/cxs-1700019-004/engaging-middle-managers-stoke-customer-centric-culture
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“This is a significant change for 
our industry. For centuries, it 
relied on carbon-based fuels 
for its existence. Now we’re 
putting plans in place to head 
toward carbon neutrality by 
2050. That’s going to require 
a big change and maybe some 
different types of leadership 
and different strategic visions. 
New sources of generation are 
impacting our industry every 
day, including renewable gas, 
wind and solar.”
Patrick Van Beek, president at MEA



Commitment 
to Leadership

Many utilities understand the importance of developing leadership 

skills and have created space to deliver the appropriate training. 

Van Beek pointed out that a number of MEA member companies 

have “remodeled or built new training centers for this purpose. The 

classrooms have simulators, labs for hands-on training, gamification 

and so on.” Van Beek noted that the variety of learning tools is 

essential to ensure each participant can absorb course materials in a 

manner that aligns with their personal learning style. 

As discussed above, utility leaders haven’t just created the physical 

space to nurture future leadership. They’ve also enhanced efforts 

to build a bench of competent, skilled professionals to take their 

place. This commitment to giving current and future leaders the 

tools they need to thrive and make good decisions is critical for 

utility health and success.
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This commitment to 
giving current and 
future leaders the tools 
they need to thrive and 
make good decisions 
is critical for utility 
health and success.



Conclusion

The many forces facing the energy delivery industry are 

challenging to deal with individually and in combination. For 

example, technology must be considered alongside attracting 

talent. Young people considering careers in utilities might look 

elsewhere if they see companies falling behind the technology 

curve. Technology is also tied to customer care in that the wrong 

communication tools can turn off customers just as the right 

ones can strengthen utilities’ ability to serve them. 
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Today’s leaders must get all the support they need to untangle 

these complex issues, and the leaders of the future must be 

mentored now through learning and knowledge exchange. 

The variety of educational tools to achieve this includes formal 

courses, workshops, conferences and learning from peers. 

These opportunities can support current leaders as they make 

decisions that will affect the industry’s future as well as those 

who will face challenges yet to be known.



About MEA

MEA serves the people who deliver electricity and natural gas to 

homes and businesses. We were founded as a trade association 

more than 110 years ago by distribution utilities whose vision 

was to improve safety and efficiency. Today we fulfill the same 

purpose through education, leadership development and industry 

connections. Energy delivery companies, contractors and suppliers 

around the country benefit from our 55 summits, roundtables 

and webinars, more than 400 online technical courses, safety 

assessments, evaluator training, operator qualification compliance 

tools, and leadership courses for field personnel.

Learn More

https://www.meaenergy.org/membership/member-benefits/
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