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If customers are the lifeblood of the utility, then the call 
center is the heart. As a key communication channel 
between utility and customer, the call center can have a 
significant impact on cost reduction and overall customer 
experience. It is imperative that both self-serve and live 
agent interactions are both high quality and efficient, but 
are utilities prioritizing their call centers like they should, 
especially with the pandemic disrupting the availability of 
call agents?

Zpryme surveyed 92 utilities to figure out the state of call 
centers in the wake of COVID-19 as well as establish 
where they landed for priorities and benchmarks.

SOME KEY FINDINGS INCLUDE:

of respondents have shifted call center 
agents to a work-from-home hybrid setting

of respondents note that call time has 
increased 
  
of respondents have found it has become 
more difficult to hire/onboard
  
of Customer Relationship Management 
(CRM) records are outdated due to 
customers neglecting to update their contact 
information

Utility type: Municipal (32%), Investor-
owned (25%), Cooperative (23%), 
Public-owned (13%), District/federal 
(6%), Other (1%)
 
Services Provided: Electric (86%), Gas 
(27%), Water (20%), Renewables (15%), 
Retail Energy Provider (8%), Fiber (3%), 
Gas and Power (1%), Other (1%)
  
Utility Size by Residential 
Households: 2M (11%), 1M - 2M (21%), 
500k - 1M (10%), 200k - 500k (14%), 
100k - 200k, 50k - 100k (17%), 25k - 50k 
(11%), Fewer than 25k (13%)
  
Respondent Primary Role: 
Engineering (27%), Operations (20%), 
Executive (16%), IT (13%), Finance 
(10%), Customer Service (4%), 
Innovation/Emerging Technology (3%), 
Board of Directors (3%), Marketing (1%), 
Other (3%)

Level of Job Responsibility: 
Management (44%), Professional Staff 
(20%), Director (17%), Executive/C-Level 
(15%), Administrative (3%), Other (1%)
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COVID-19 upended everything, especially for public-
facing enterprises and workers. Call centers, often indoor 
cubicle-like environments, necessarily had to adjust. 67% 
of respondents moved to full work-from-home or a hybrid 
system for their call center in the past year (Figure 1) while 
32% attempted both at various points. We all learned 
firsthand the logistical challenges of managing personnel 
during the pandemic, not to mention making serious 
adjustments in our lives to be safe, so for our purposes 
it’s important to look at how these shifts to the workplace 
policies of the call center affected the customer experience.

In the past year, have you shifted call 
center agents to a work-from-home or 
hybrid enviroment?

In the past year, have you shifted call center 
agents to a work-from-home or hybrid enviroment?

SIGNIFICANT INCREASE SLIGHT INCREASE NO CHANGE DECREASE
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Work-from-home
(13%)

Hybrid (54%)

Both (32%)

FIGURE 2

FIGURE 1

The Call Center 
Workplace Shift2



Since the pandemic started, 5% of utility respondents did 
not have wait or hold times increase and 3% even saw a 
decrease (Figure 2), an encouraging sign for the scope 
of the challenges call centers face. However, 45% did 
see increases to wait time which represents a significant 
number of customers in various service territories dealing 
with longer wait times to resolve their issues. With nearly 
half of respondents experiencing this, there are scores 
of opportunities to create efficiencies and solve logistical 
concerns in call centers caused by the pandemic, even for 
the utilities whose call times didn’t change!

While 22% of utilities report increased agent turnover this 
past year (Figure 4), it has not changed or decreased for 
78%, and while there is space for innovation in that 22%, 
we can at least surmise that agent turnover is not the 
primary reason for the increase in wait times. One indicator 
of the underlying issues might be the difficulty of agent 
hiring/onboarding (Figure 3), where we see that for 90% of 
respondents, the difficulty has not changed or has become 
more difficult. While turnover may not be on the rise, failing 
to have a more efficient onboarding process during a 
pandemic, or heaven forbid having a less efficient one can 
affect agents’ ability to most efficiently address the host of 
concerns customers may call in for. While we can’t place 
all the blame for call center logistical challenges on the 
pandemic, the knock-on effects for live agents make this a 
good place to start.

So what’s next? For 2022, utilities are split evenly on 
whether the hybrid environment will be permanent (Figure 
5). While complications in the pandemic may end up 
making such questions moot, a plurality of utilities (41%) 
are looking to permanently change what a call center 
looks like, and there is at least some will among the 
19% “not sure” crowd. Whether out of necessity, a semi-
remote workforce seems to be the oncoming reality for 
utility call centers. How are they looking to make that work 
logistically?

Has the difficulty of agent hiring/
onboarding changed in terms of time, 
training and cost?
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FIGURE 3

48% None 
42% Harder
10% Easier

Has agent turnover changed in the 
last year?

Increased
(22%)

No (69%)

FIGURE 4

Do you expect to go back to your 
pre-pandemic enviroment or a hybrid 
enviroment in the call center in 2022?

Pre-pandemic 
(40%)

Hybrid (41%)

Unsure (19%)

FIGURE 5

Decreased
(9%)



How important are the following items related to Interactive Voice Response IVR?

SIGNIFICANT INCREASE SLIGHT INCREASE NO CHANGE DECREASE
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FIGURE 6

Automating the customer experience with technologies such as Interactive Voice Response (IVR) 
is a key component of adjusting to a hybrid work-from-home/in-person customer service call center. 
93% of utility respondents say that a customer’s experience with a live agent is still very or extremely 
important. While it’s hard to argue with that, 81% feel the same about IVR (Figure 6).

You may notice in Figure 6 that we provided a “not at all important” option for all answers and in 
all cases, nobody chose that option, because all aspects of the call center are important to some 
degree; the difference can lie in focus or prioritization. That being said, for all the optimism about 
IVR (with very and extremely important receiving at least a combined 60% on all items), we can find 
inefficiencies by looking at how effectively utilities are using automated systems. So we’re going to 
have to take that 63% that are very/extremely satisfied with their ability to identify callers and enable 
them to self-serve, and the 61% very/extremely satisfied with minimizing agent call time and reconcile 
that with some uncomfortable data that follows.

20%

20%

43%

41%

29%

29%

44%

49%

72%

32%

38%

21%

13%

10%

6%

9%

10%

6%

8%

Customer Experience 
Automation3
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32% of respondents have a 60% or higher match rate 
for identification of inbound ANI (Automatic Number 
Identification, which determines the originating phone 
number: Figure 7). The identification rate via customer-
entered information is somewhat better with 52% reporting 
themselves over the 60% threshold (Figure 8), but the 
troubling implications come when comparing these 
numbers to those in Figure 6. Again, 63% very/extremely 
satisfied with caller identification and self-serve, 61% very/
extremely satisfied with caller identification and minimizing 
call time, and those numbers go up to 72% and 70% 
respectively if we include “somewhat satisfied” responses, 
so there is a sizable portion of utilities comfortable with 
close to (and in some cases more than) half of inbound 
callers failing to be identified. Even a 60% identification 
rate can be considered a low bar when the goal is an 
optimized customer experience. You don’t want 40% of 
your customers dealing with more steps towards resolution 
and longer call times because of failed identification.

One reason for satisfaction in the face of surprisingly low 
identification rates might be simply that few utilities are 
relying very heavily on IVR to resolve a customer’s issue. 
71% of respondents resolve 40% or fewer calls with IVR 
(Figure 9). The call center agent is still the first choice for 
many utilities, making IVR a supplemental tool for the time 
being. We can anticipate that that may change as utilities 
look for more permanent solutions to running a work-from-
home or hybrid call center permanently, though there are 
challenges to that (Figure 10).

What are your biggest challenges impacting inbound caller identification rates?FIGURE 10

What is your current inbound ANI match rate 
(identification based on phone number)?

What is your total inbound identification rate 
(via ANI or customer-entered information)?

What percentage of calls are resolved by 
customer self-service via your (IVR)?

FIGURE 7

FIGURE 8

FIGURE 9

<40%

<50%

<25%

60%

34%

31%

26%

18%

12%

>60%

>70%

>55%

41-50%

51-60%

26-40%

51-60%

61-70%

41-55%
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Two challenges to caller identification at utilities limit 
optimization of IVR technologies and processes: first, 
20 percent of customer phone data is incorrect; second, 
individuals call from phone numbers that aren’t populated 
in utility CIS or CRM systems. Customers must identify 
themselves repeatedly, wasting operational resources and 
degrading customer experience. 

The core competencies of utilities often do not include 
maintaining a complete, current, and accurate view of 
customers and customer households. That is why identity-
data providers have emerged: to support enterprises 
in augmenting, linking, completing, and maintaining 
customer data to ensure that processes work efficiently and 
effectively. Complete, comprehensive, accurate, current, 
and dynamic customer data supports utilities in both 
inbound and outbound communications. Forward-thinking 
utilities lay a foundation for greater customer experience 
and operational efficiency by investing in a clear and 
consistent understanding of customer identity.

Identifying inbound callers automatically increases self-serve 
rates and improves the customer experience. Currently, utilities 
lag other industries in their ability to identify callers automatically.

To reduce strain on live agents and 
increase call identification and IVR 
self-serve rates, utilities should do the 
following:
 
- Conduct a customer identity data check

- Evaluate internal customer data against 
industry benchmarks that show, on 
average, that 18%-22% of utility customer 
phone data is outdated

- Calculate the incremental cost and 
staffing savings that can follow increases in 
IVR identification and self-serve rates

- Consider where incomplete and incorrect 
customer data can impact customer 
communications—both outbound and 
inbound

Forward-Thinking Utilities 
Invest in Customer Identity4



TransUnion is a global information and insights company that makes trust possible in 
the modern economy. We do this by providing an actionable picture of each person 
so they can be reliably represented in the marketplace. As a result, businesses 
and consumers can transact with confidence and achieve great things. We call this 
Information for Good®.

A leading presence in more than 30 countries across five continents, TransUnion 
provides solutions that help create economic opportunity, great experiences, and 
personal empowerment for hundreds of millions of people.

Find more information at

Neustar, a TransUnion company, is an information services and technology company 
and a leader in identity resolution providing the data and technology that enables 
trusted connections between companies and people at the moments that matter most. 
Neustar TRUSTID Solutions ensure that utilities customers receive the prompt service 
they expect by making every inbound and outbound communication more efficient and 
effective. Learn how your utility can benefit from the power of trusted connections.

Find more information at

About TransUnion 
(NYSE: TRU)

About Neustar
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https://www.home.neustar
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