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Research methodology

Populus, an independent market research agency, conducted 
10,163 interviews using a bespoke online survey, designed 
to be representative of the population of Great Britain. The 
interviews took place between 18th and 31st May 2016. 

Smart meter customers featured in this publication did not 
necessarily take part in the Populus research.
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Executive summary

Background 
Britain’s smart meter rollout is one of 
the biggest upgrades to our energy 
infrastructure in a generation. More 
than 3.5 million new devices have now 
been fitted. 
 
By 2020, every household in Britain will 
be offered one by their energy supplier 
– at no extra cost.

Smart meters empower consumers to 
get their energy use under control by 
showing them, in near real time, what 
they’re using in pounds and pence. 

By sending accurate readings directly 
to suppliers, smart meters also remove 
the uncertainty of estimated billing. 
Meaning consumers can keep to their 
monthly budgets, and only ever pay for 
what they use.

Smart energy outlook tracks the 
British public’s experiences of using 
and buying energy, and their views on 
smart meters.

Speaking to more than 10,000 people 
across the three nations, it is the 
largest independent piece of insight 
into British people’s attitudes towards 
energy and smart meters. The survey, 
now in its fourth wave, is conducted  
biannually by Populus.

80% of 
people with a 

smart meter have 
taken at least one 

step to reduce 
energy use

79% of 
people with a 

smart meter would 
recommend them 

to others
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Latest findings 
As installations increase, people with 
smart meters remain consistently 
and highly satisfied with their new 
technology. Eight in ten would 
recommend smart meters to others - 
an extremely high approval rating for 
any established product, let alone for a 
new technology.

What’s more, this wave of Smart 
energy outlook provides valuable new 
evidence on the impact of a simple 
handheld device - the in-home display 
(IHD) - on people’s energy use. People 
who take up the offer of an IHD with 
their smart meter are more likely - by 
24 percentage points – to say they feel 
more in control of their energy use than 
those who don’t. 

Across the board, 80 per cent of 
people with smart meters have taken 
at least one action to cut down their 
energy use. And the longer people have 
one, the more positive they feel about 
its impact on their energy use and 
buying - highlighting the potential for 
long term behaviour change.

84% of 
people with a 

smart meter have 
a better idea of 

their energy 
costs

69% of people 
with smart meters 

feel more in control 
of their energy use

78% of 
people with an 

IHD check it 
regularly*

*At least a few times a month
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Smart meters - 
the verdict from those 
who already have one
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8 in 10 people with smart meters would 
recommend their new device
As the number of installations increases, 
people remain consistently and 
overwhelmingly satisfied with their 
smart meters. 

Almost 1 million smart meters were 
installed in the six months to March 
2016, meaning more than 3.5 million are 
now operating across Britain*. Seventy-
nine per cent of people who have one 
would recommend them to others.

79% likely to recommend

Figure 1. Likelihood to recommend a smart meter to others (people with smart meters)

Very likely

Fairly likely

Neither likely nor unlikely

Fairly unlikely

Very unlikely

50%

29%

17%

2%

2%

* Department for Energy and Climate Change (DECC) Smart meters, quarterly report, March 2016 and December 2015
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84%

86%Low income

Young children  
in household

Recommendation rates are high across the board

People across all demographic groups 
report high levels of satisfaction with 
their smart meters. Among households 
on a low income, the number of people 
likely to recommend goes up to almost 

9 in 10. Young people and those with 
young children in the household are 
also extremely positive about their 
smart meters.

79%All people with  
smart meters

*, ** See p26 for definitions

74%

77%

81%

82%

83%

Figure 2. Likelihood to recommend a smart meter to others - demographic breakdown

18-34 years old

C2DE*

35-54 years old

Female

Male

83%

No children  
in household

ABC1**

55+ years old

77%

75%
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80 per cent have made positive changes to  
the way they use energy
People with smart meters are taking 
active steps to use less energy and 
bring down their bills. By switching 
lights off in empty rooms, turning the 

heating down a notch and encouraging 
family members to do the same, people 
are establishing new, more sustainable, 
habits in the home. 

Figure 3. Steps taken to reduce energy use among people with smart meters

Turned heating  
down/off

Turned off lights

Changed the way 
household appliances 
are used 

Monitored energy 
usage more closely

Encouraged others 
in household to use 
less energy

Purchased energy 
efficient appliances

1%

45%

57%

58%

42%

35%

17%

Researched how to  
use less energy

Researched how to 
make home more 
energy efficient

Researched energy 
efficient appliances

11%

10%

 9%

80%Taken at least one step 
to use less energy
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People with smart meters feel more in control  
of the energy they use
Eighty-four per cent of people with 
smart meters feel they have a better 
idea of what they’re spending on energy 
than they did before. Equipped with 

this new knowledge, 7 in 10 are more 
conscious of the energy they use. And 
half are already seeing the rewards of 
their efforts in lower energy bills. 

68%

69%

Figure 4. Experience of people with smart meters

Better idea of what I’m 
spending on energy

Feel more in control of 
the energy I use

Think twice about 
using high energy 
appliances

More conscious about 
the energy I use

Less worried  
about my bills

Helping me to  
save money

6%

50%

62%

52%

84%
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Figure 5. Attitudes towards energy: people with a smart meter vs. those without one

I think my energy bill  
is accurate

I think I have the 
information I need 
to choose the right 
energy supplier

I understand my 
energy bills

I think I have the 
information I need 
to choose the right 
energy tariff

I think I pay the right 
amount for the energy 
I use

I trust my energy 
supplier(s)

I’m not concerned 
about running up a big 
energy bill (without 
realising it)

Without a  
smart meter

With a  
smart meter

65%

60%

58%

57%

52%

42%

32%

83%

74%

76%

75%

70%

54%

42%

People with smart meters have better  
experiences of buying and using energy
Smart meters are giving people 
confidence in their bills and empowering 
them with the information they need to 
choose the best tariffs for them. 
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The longer you have a smart meter the more 
confident you feel in your energy use and billing
The positive effects of smart meters on 
consumer confidence grow over time. 
People who have had one for longer 
than a year are even more likely to feel 

they understand their energy bills - by 
eight percentage points - than those 
who have had one for less than a year.

Figure 6. Attitudes towards energy: people who have had a smart meter less than a year vs. those  
who have had one longer than a year

I think my energy bill  
is accurate

I think I have the 
information I need 
to choose the right 
energy supplier

Up to 1 year 1 year +

79%

75%

89%

77%

I think I have the 
information I need 
to choose the right 
energy tariff

I think I pay the  
right amount for  
the energy I use

I understand my 
energy bills

73% 79%

70% 78%

68% 72%
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Case study:  

Ian Roberts, 
Crook, County Durham
Ian Roberts lives in Crook, County 
Durham. He shares a three bedroom 
house with his wife and their Highland 
Terrier, Archie. 
“I’m an IT technician and my wife is 
an author. We had our smart meter 
fitted in August 2015. It was really 
straightforward – done within an hour.
Since we both work from home, we 
saw that our kettle, which we used 
to boil up to 20 times a day, caused 
a clear spike on our usage graph. I 
did a bit of research and invested 
in a thermal hot water boiler, which 
insulates your water once it’s hot. It 
uses a fraction of the wattage, so there 
are no more spikes, and we have hot 
water waiting for us when we get up!

The vacuum cleaner was next. We 
discovered that our old one used 
22,000 watts and would have been 
banned under EU regulations. So we 
replaced it with a new hoover that 
uses just 485 watts – it barely makes a 
mark on our graph.
And it’s not just new devices. We’re far 
more careful with the way we use our 
old ones. We only put the dishwasher 
on a 30-minute quick cycle, which is 
just as efficient as the full two hours. 
And we never heat rooms that we (or 
the dog) are not in. 
Overall we’ve saved money, even 
with all this new kit. Our energy bills 
are down £408 against last year, and 
our appliances came in at £375 – so 
they’ve already paid for themselves,  
in less than a year!”
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14%

17%

Figure 8. Frequency of use of IHD among people with smart meters

Never

Don’t know

Every day

A few times a month

A few times a week

Hardly ever

33%

28%

7%

1%

In-home displays increase the benefits people  
get from their smart meters
Every household is offered an IHD with 
their smart meter and 83 per cent of 
our sample chose to have one. They 
allow people to see, at a glance, how 
much they are spending in pounds and 
pence, in near real time. This simple 

hand-held device is having a big 
impact on energy management in the 
home. Almost 8 in 10 people who have 
taken up the offer of an IHD use it at 
least a few times a month to keep an 
eye on spending.

Figure 7. Attitudes towards energy: people with smart meters who have an IHD vs. those who don’t

Better idea of what I’m 
spending on energy

Feel more in control  
of the energy I use

More conscious about 
the energy I use

Think twice about 
using high energy 
appliances

Have 
IHD

Don’t have  
IHD

87%

72%

72%

65%

69%

50%

48%

41%

78%
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Figure 9. Likelihood to recommend a smart meter to others: people with smart meters  
who have an IHD vs. those who don’t

Have an IHD

Don’t have an IHD

81%

67%

What’s an in-home display? 

An in-home display (IHD) is a simple  
hand-held device that shows the 
data collected by smart meters. 
Every household is offered one, at no 
extra cost, when their smart meter is 
installed. An IHD gives near real time 
readings of gas and electricity use, 
and converts that figure into what it 
costs in pounds and pence. The IHD 
can be placed in a convenient place 
in the home, making it quick and easy 
to keep an eye on costs.

People with IHDs are even more satisfied  
with their smart meter
IHDs make a big difference to 
people’s satisfaction with smart 
meters. Compared to those who 
don’t have one, they are more likely 
to recommend smart meters by 14 
percentage points.
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Visibility of energy costs, in pounds and pence,  
is the biggest draw for consumers
Access to accurate, easy to understand 
information on energy costs is the 
main appeal of smart meters. However, 
significant proportions of the public 
can also recognise the wider value of 

the smart meter rollout for society. 
For a quarter of people, helping all 
households in Britain waste less energy 
is a key benefit.

7%

7%

26%

29%

30%

Figure 10. The appeal of smart meters (top three selected by those who understand what  
a smart meter is)

Choose to use energy 
when it’s cheapest

No need for energy 
company to visit your 
home to read meter

Help every household 
in the country waste 
less energy

Smart meters help 
create a smarter 
energy sector

Easier to choose the 
right deal for me

Prepay customers can 
top up via their mobile 
or online

Energy companies will 
know when you’ve lost 
power (e.g. storm)

Easier to choose the 
right energy supplier

See in pounds and 
pence the energy you 
are using

Installed at no extra 
cost to every customer 
who wants one

Receive accurate bills 
rather than estimated

See information  
on an in-home 
display (IHD)

58%

45%

26%

22%

13%

11%

9%
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Understanding is rising: 30 per cent of people 
already know, in detail, what a smart meter is  
and what it does

Figure 11. Understanding of what a smart meter is among the population of Great Britain

23%
September  

2015

2
percentage 

point increase

25%
February  

2016

30%
August 

2016

5
percentage 

point increase

At this early stage in the rollout, nearly 
one in three people already understand 
what a smart meter is. There has been 
a five percentage point increase in 
understanding over the last six months, 
which equates to an additional 2.5 
million people*.

To qualify as ‘understanding’ what a 
smart meter is, respondents to the 
survey had to recognise that they:

• can only be installed by an energy 
supplier

• give you accurate bills instead of 
monthly estimates

• convert your energy consumption 
into costs, in near real time

* Based on adult population of 50 million (ONS)
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Understanding of smart meters is fairly consistent 
across the country
Across the nations and regions of 
Britain, understanding is growing. 
People in the East of England and 

Wales show especially high levels of 
knowledge about smart meters and 
their benefits.

Figure 12. Geographical breakdown showing understanding of what a smart meter is

35%

34%

32%

32%

32%

31%

31%

30%

29%

29%

25%

East of England

Wales

North West

Yorkshire and Humberside

West Midlands

North East

East Midlands

Scotland

South East

South West

London
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Understanding varies across different 
demographic groups
While understanding is growing 
strongly among all groups, it’s clear 
that there are some barriers - in 
particular among group renters. 

Group renters are defined as tenants 
who live with at least two other people 
who are not their partner.

28%

28%

30%

33%

36%Physical health 
condition

Disability in household

In fuel poverty

Low income

Renters

Mental health 
condition

Figure 13. Understanding of smart meters broken down by demographic subgroups*

Pay by prepay

Group renters

Total population 30%

26%

32%

18%

28%

*See p26 for definitions of demographic subgroups



21Smart energy outlook August 2016 |

Of those who understand what 
a smart meter is, 70 per cent are 
interested in upgrading, or already 
have one. That corresponds to more 

than a fifth of the British population 
- or more than 10 million people who 
now have a propensity to adopt this 
new technology.

Growing numbers of people have a propensity  
to get a smart meter

Figure 14. Propensity to get a smart meter: number of people who have a smart meter or are 
interested in getting one (among those who understand what a smart meter is)

15%
September  

2015

1
percentage 

point increase

16%
February  

2016

21%
August 

2016

5
percentage 

point increase

Figure 15. Number of people who have a smart meter or are interested in getting one 
(among those who understand what a smart meter is)

Has one installed 
already

Very interested

Neither

Fairly interested

Not very interested

Not at all interested

6%

25%

27%

7%

Don’t know 1%

17%

14%

8%

70% 
interested 

or have one 
installed 
already
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More people than ever across the country have  
a propensity to get a smart meter
Of people in the North East who 
understand what a smart meter is, 
almost eight in 10 are interested in 
getting a smart meter, or already have 
one. People in the South West are only 

a step behind - there, 74 per cent have a 
propensity to upgrade. Even in the East 
Midlands, where the figure is lowest, it’s 
still more than two thirds of people.

Figure 16. Geographical breakdown showing those who are interested in getting a smart meter 
installed or who have one already (among those who understand what a smart meter is)

79%

74%

72%

71%

70%

69%

69%

67%

67%

67%

65%

North East

South West

Scotland

Yorkshire and Humberside

North West

South East

West Midlands

East of England

London

Wales

East Midlands
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63%

67%

67%

70%

70%

72%

74%

75%Mental health 
condition

Pay by prepay

Disability in household

Renters

Physical health 
condition

Group renters

Low income

In fuel poverty

Total population 70%

Figure 17. Breakdown by demographic group of those who are interested in having a smart meter 
installed or who have one already (among those who understand what a smart meter is)

Prepay customers show a particular propensity 
towards getting a smart meter
Most demographic groups reflect the 
general trend for increasing propensity 
towards getting a smart meter. 

Prepay customers and people with 
mental health conditions show 
particularly high levels of interest.
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Propensity and understanding vary across  
age groups
People over the age of 55 have a 
significantly greater understanding 
of smart meters than young people. 
However, when 18 to 34 year olds 

understand what this new technology 
is and what it does, they show much 
greater propensity to get one than the 
older age group. 

Figure 18. Understanding of smart meters broken down by age group

17%

18-34 years

31%

35-54 years

42%

55+

Figure 19. Propensity to get a smart meter (those who understand what a smart meter is,  
and have one or are interested in getting one), broken down by age group

73%

18-34 years

73%

35-54 years

66%

55+
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Case study:  

Hazel Campbell, 
Neath, South Wales
Hazel Campbell lives in a three-
bedroom house in Neath, South 
Wales. She’s had her smart meter 
since winter 2014.
“Before having a smart meter 
installed, I used to telephone my 
energy supplier every three months 
to give meter readings. A few weeks 
later, a meter reader would call 
anyway. It was really inconvenient, my 
meters were in an awkward place and 
I’d have to rearrange my living room 
just to get to them.
As soon as I got a leaflet about smart 
meters, I called my energy supplier 
and asked to have one installed. It 
went really smoothly. There was no 
mess – the installer upgraded my gas 
and electricity meters, took the time 
to explain how the display works, and 
left me a number of leaflets on how to 
save energy.

Since then, I’ve taken simple steps to 
reduce my energy use.
As for my meter, I keep it close when 
my grandchildren come to stay! I 
can see how much it rises when they 
switch on everything without checking 
all the time.
And my costs are down. Before, I 
spent £40-50 a month on energy. My 
bill’s now down to £30.” 
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Definitions

Pay by prepay meter those who pay for their electricity or 
gas via a prepay meter

Fuel poverty those who spend 10 per cent or more 
of their income on fuel

Low household income those who have a household income of 
less than £13,999 per annum

Renters those who rent the property in which 
they reside

Group renters those who rent with at least two other 
people who are not their partner

Disability in  
the household 

those with a health condition that 
impacts ability to carry out day-to-
day activities. Split by physical and 
mental health

ABC1, C2DE demographic classification based  
on occupation of head of household, 
as defined by the Market Research 
Society

As well as age, gender, region and socio-
economic group, the data has been 
segmented by ‘audience with additional 
barriers’. These are defined as:
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To find out more about smart meters please visit 
smartenergyGB.org

The voice of the 
smart meter rollout

http://www.smartenergyGB.org



