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Abstract 

Sovacool et al. (2017) consider and critique the Smart Metering Implementation Programme (SMIP) in 

the United Kingdom. In this response we highlight a number of areas where we believe it would have 

been helpful for readers to see additional information. These relate to three areas: how the authors 

reported on the methods used in their study; how the Programme is addressing technical challenges; 

and how the Programme is engaging with people in vulnerable situations. We also point out areas where 

we see emerging challenges, such as engaging non-traditional stakeholders, and how organizations 

which want to use smart meter data in the public interest might encounter barriers in meeting the 

demands of the Smart Energy Code.  
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Introduction 

In a recent paper published in Energy Policy, Sovacool et al. (2017) consider and critique the Smart 

Metering Implementation Programme (SMIP) in the United Kingdom. This is done through a review and 

analysis of existing literature and transcripts of a number of events. We believe in the importance of 

scrutinizing major public policy programmes, and that academics have a responsibility to conduct such 

research. We agree that many of the issues highlighted in this article, such as environmental impact, 

protection of vulnerable consumers, and consumer engagement with the SMIP are crucial for those 

leading the SMIP to continue to consider. Nevertheless, in our opinion, in some of the areas touched on 

by Sovacool et al., more up-to-date or additional contextual information is available than that which is 

referred to in the article which we feel it is important for readers to consider before drawing conclusions 

about the challenges faced. In this reponse we aim to round out the picture by highlighting this additional 

information, and then reorienting the discussion onto what we view as the current challenges and 

opportunities presented by the SMIP. First, however, we briefly discuss the paper’s use of the systematic 

review method. 

 

Research method 

We are supportive of the increased use of systematic review approaches in energy research, since this 

can help summarize the best available evidence objectively, transparently and comprehensively. 

Rigorous guidance exists on how they should be conducted and reported (such as through the PRISMA 

statement and checklist [Liberati et al., 2009]). Importing these expectations to the field of energy is not 

straightforward or necessarily desirable for reasons we do not have space to rehearse (see Sorrell, 

2007; Warren, 2014). However, there are two areas where we would suggest that Sovacool et al. (2017) 

could have added strength to their review. Firstly through the use of grey (non-peer-reviewed) literature, 

and secondly through more detailed reporting on the conduct of the review. 

 

Sovacool et al. (2017) outline in some detail their search strategy for academic literature, but add to this 

only ‘a supplemental collection of relevant government reports and media news articles’ (p768) with no 

further detail on identification or extraction. Such an approach risks missing important relevant 

information. For example, the energy savings factored into the business case for the smart meter rollout 
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do, in fact, already lie within the 1-3% range (for electricity) proposed by the authors (see BEIS, 2016, 

p20) and have been consistently within this range since the consultation stage impact assessment in 

2010 (DECC, 2010, p28). Much of the additional contextual information introduced in the remainder of 

our response is similarly drawn from policy documents and other grey literature sources. Our main 

motivation in making this point is to highlight the particular importance of the grey literarature in an 

applied and policy-relevant domain such as energy. Systematically identifying evidence from grey 

sources can be challenging (Mahood et al., 2014), but as a research field it is particularly important if our 

reviews are to provide a useful picture of the available information.  

 

In general it would also have been useful if more information could have been reported about the 

conduct of the review. This might include, for example, whether quality of evidence was assessed (and if 

so how), and how information was extracted and analysed. (It would likewise have been helpful to see 

similar additional information about the analysis of the live events, such as how the particular sample of 

events was selected, and how the data were analysed.) Where standard stages of any method are 

omitted, for example due to resource constraints, it is also informative to note these as limitations so that 

the reader can bear this in mind. (For the standard stages of review methods see Grant and Booth 

(2009)). This is especially applicable, as is the case here, where there is heavy reliance on press articles 

(in this context often used for their content, rather than as an indicator of opinion). If the authors were 

able to share additional information on these points and comment on their significance, we believe this 

would add useful value to the paper. 

 

The review presented in Sovacool et al. (2017) could possibly have been framed as a content analysis 

(Krippendorff, 2004) or a systematic map (Grant and Booth, 2009). That is, it is mainly used to analyse 

how academic attention in this area has been directed (i.e. the object of the study is academic research 

in the field), rather than focusing on the substantive topic (the SMIP) of which they only provide a partial 

view. For example, the findings of the review are drawn on to inform Table 2 (Sovacool et al., 2017: 

p771) listing 47 short- and long-term benefits of smart meters mentioned in the papers, and to highlight 

that only 28 mention challenges (and all the papers mention challenges that are ‘technical’ in nature) 

(p772). This overview of the academic research leads the authors to point out the ‘lack of interest or 
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even elements of resistance we uncovered in our systematic review’ (p777). These are useful findings in 

understanding how academic researchers have addressed and portrayed the SMIP. The analysis of live 

events serves a similar purpose, albeit for a wider range of stakeholders. However, the aims and 

conclusions of the paper go beyond the question of how SMIP is researched and discussed by academic 

(and other) observers. Because the systematic search did not lead to comprehensive coverage, and was 

not accompanied by assessment of evidence quality, it is harder to demonstrate the usefulness of the 

method employed in speaking to these wider conclusions. 

 

Additional contextual information 

The original acrticle presents a number of technical challenges or issues that might impede a successful 

rollout of the SMIP. While noting these issues is justified in an article focusing on barriers, it should also 

be noted that there are credible solutions in place, or in development, to address many of these issues.  

For example, the article states that  “in Scotland, access to fixed broadband services–a prerequisite of a 

functioning Smart Meter system–is 69% in rural areas, and 80% in urban areas” (p776). A corrigendum 

(Sovacool et al., 2018) notes that a fixed broadband service is not required but observes that (mobile) 

“network coverage in rural areas is about the same as broadband coverage”. The smart meter system 

does not use a fixed broadbrand network, but nor does it rely on the mobile network alone (particularly in 

rural areas) and instead uses a blend of Cellular, Mesh and Long Range Radio communication channels 

to support effective coverage in dense, urban as well as remote, rural areas. The DCC SM-WAN 

Assurance Strategy states “connectivity will reach over 99% of UK premises by the end of 2020” (Taylor, 

2016, p5) (as the corrigendum acknowledges).  

 

Other Technical Challenges raised (see Figure 4 in Sovacool et al., 2017) include: 

a) Buildings with thick walls. This is being addressed through a mandatory industry change to 

the SMETS protocol facilitating use of 868MHz HAN signals that have better wall penetration 

properties.  

b) HAN signal propagation in flats. This is being addressed through development of Multiple 

Dwelling Unit communication systems solutions through the ALT-HAN programme. 
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c) Hacking of smart metering infrastructure. Cybersecurity has been a central concern of the SMIP, 

and many cyber-security experts have been involved in developing robust processes to prevent 

“hacking” that are mandatory requirements for any organization interacting with the smart meter 

system (House of Commons, 2016).   

 

The article also raises justifiable concerns relating to the impact of smart meters on consumers from 

vulnerable groups, who “…are likely to need more help if they are to obtain the full benefits of smart 

metering” (p775). This is undoubtedly correct, but readers should also be made aware of existing 

research or operational measures designed specially to address these issues. The ‘energywise’ project 

is a £5.5 million project that commenced in January 2014 specifically to investigate issues of the impact 

of smart metering on vulnerable and fuel poor households. A recent report on the first stage of the 

project found electricity savings of 3.3% on average amongst participants receiving a smart meter with 

in-home display along with energy efficiency advice and devices (UKPN, 2017). The Smart Metering 

Installation Code of Practice (SMICoP, 2013) also addresses some of these concerns, and the Citizens 

Advice report cited shows that 18 key safeguards to assist vulnerable customers with the smart meter 

rollout were offered by 90% of suppliers surveyed (11 of which were offered by all suppliers). Smart 

Energy GB, the organization responsible for public engagement with the smart meter roll-out, has 

partnered with groups such as Age UK, National Energy Action and the National Housing Federation to 

help better support relevant socio-demographic groups (in addition to the partnerships with Citizens 

Advice, Centre for Sustainable Energy and Scottish & Southern Energy mentioned in the conclusion of 

the original article). 

 

Emerging challenges 

While the original article addresses possible problems currently associated with the SMIP, we believe  

that there are other less acknowledged challenges that should also be on the agenda for consideration. 

One of these will be better integrating the concerns and interests of a wider range of stakeholders into 

the SMIP - such as new suppliers, technology companies, consumer access device (CAD) 

manufacturers, research organizations, and others - who will participate in the evolution of the UK’s 

energy system over the coming years. In particular, there is likely to be a tension between measures 

http://innovation.ukpowernetworks.co.uk/innovation/en/Projects/tier-2-projects/Energywise/


 Response to Sovacool et al. (2017) 6 

 

 

intended (rightly) to protect privacy and security of smart meter data, and the potential to extract 

maximum value from the roll-out. 

 

In the UK, smart meter data will be accessed by any third party (including energy suppliers) through the 

Data and Communications Company (DCC). In order to access data, organizations must adhere to the 

Smart Energy Code (and associated governance documents). Compliance with the Code is likely to be 

challenging for smaller organizations due to the significant resources required to both engage with and 

implement its requirements. One specific manifestation of this will be around obtaining and maintaining 

consent to access and use smart meter data. Incumbent large energy suppliers have existing 

infrastructures in place (serving millions of customers) that will allow them to manage this process much 

more easily than may be the case for other organizations which may (for example) wish to use smart 

meter data for public benefit. There is a risk that innovative and socially beneficial applications of smart 

meter data will not be realized unless mechanisms can be found to facilitate access for such 

organizations while retaining the necessary safeguards relating to data privacy and security. One model 

of such facilitation is the EPSRC funded Smart Meter Research Portal, which will provide access to 

smart meter data to accredited researchers from thousands of participants who have provided consent 

for their data to be used for research purposes. 

 

Conclusion 

Sovacool et al. (2017) critique a number of aspects of the UK Smart Meter Implementation Programme. 

We have presented additional contextual information on technical and vulnerability challenges, and 

highlighted possible emerging challenges, that we believe will be important for readers to bear in mind in 

forming a judgment about the approach taken in SMIP and where (if they choose to) they should focus 

their own critique.We believe it would be useful to receive additional clarity from the authors on the 

conduct and specific objectives of their original analysis.  
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