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INTRODUCTION  

In a recent client meeting, a senior utility operating 
executive stated (paraphrased): 

“… their leadership believed being ‘infrastructure-
focused,’ like in the past, directly conflicted with and 
prevented their utility from being “customer-centric 
(focused)” as a business to successfully modernize 
their system for the future ...” 

Although their leadership’s intent was to be a 
“customer-centric (focused)” organization and that a 
historical utility focus on infrastructure seemed to 
overlook the customer, this statement is quite a 
misnomer. Particularly given that, utilities are large 
infrastructure-based businesses.  In fact, the 
complete opposite is true as we see in a number of 
other industries, such as communications/data, air, 
sea or rail transport, and others.  

Not surprisingly, this belief is common in the utility 
space; however, when considering a complete  

 

 

perspective, opinions often change - as it did by the 
end of our client meeting and discussion. 

Achieving a proper balance between “customer-
focused” and “infrastructure-focused” is the key to 
modernizing a utility system.  This can only be 
achieved successfully if the utility commits to 
becoming and operating as a cohesive enterprise-
wide, asset management-driven organization versus 
remaining a historically siloed entity administering 
disparate asset programs within its functions. 

Through this series of knowledge centre articles, we 
will make this case, illustrate the importance of an 
enterprise-wide asset management business model, 
and process to successfully modernizing a utility’s 
systems, markets, and businesses moving to the 
future. 
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A COHESIVE ENTERPRISE-
WIDE, ASSET MANAGEMENT-
DRIVEN UTILITY 
ORGANIZATION IS THE KEY TO 
MODERNIZING 

When you ask utility staff what is “asset 
management,” many reply that these are internal 
functional activities (i.e. generation, training and 
development etc.) for capital program and operating 
initiative deployment, management, scheduling, and 
budget control.  Although these are certain activities 
within an enterprise-wide, asset management 
business model and process, they are far from the full 
picture. 

A complete enterprise-wide, asset management 
approach is about connecting the business goals and 
objectives of the company with its operations in the 
market to deliver sustainable (ongoing, long-term) 
value to customers (markets) and shareholders.  This 
also includes other relevant stakeholders, if 
applicable, such as utility commissions and 
government legislators focused on economic growth 
and prosperity of which utility infrastructures are 
essential.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A standard enterprise-wide, asset management-
driven business model and process is illustrated in the 
figure below.  Note there are typically three key 
groups or organizational levels managing this 
business model and process across the enterprise: 

 The Asset Owner – Beginning at the top of the 
organization, this is corporate leadership tasked 
with developing and setting business objectives 
creating both market (i.e. customer) value and 
shareholder value with the organization’s assets.  
Their activities include identifying specific asset-
based “business use cases,” impacted metrics, 
and expected value results upfront.  This leads to 
setting strategy, capital funding options and 
structures, legislative/regulatory positioning as 
appropriate given regulated or unregulated 
businesses, financial performance targets, and 
investor guidance.  It is important to note that this 
enterprise-wide, asset management approach 
begins with identifying the value of the 
organization’s assets to the market; thus, the 
organization (e.g. utility) must be “customer-
focused” from the start.  These steps by asset 
owners are completed in conjunction with being 
“infrastructure-focused” on the assets, thus, a 
strategic value focus on the customer and the 
infrastructure is complementary and not mutually 
exclusive. 
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 The Asset Manager – In the middle of the 
organization, functional leadership and 
management are tasked with bridging between 
the asset owner’s business objectives and the 
engineering and operating performance 
objectives of the “Asset Service Providers” (aka 
“Asset Operators”).  To accomplish this bridge, 
the asset manager must be proficient both 
business-wise as well as technically.  They work 
within each functional area, but more importantly 
across functions as enterprise-wide to assess, 
determine, prioritize, and plan infrastructure 
investments and operating initiatives that provide 
the highest value to the system and organization 
versus standalone functional areas.  Per the asset 
management process figure above, this group’s 
work streams include all aspects of operations 
planning, maintenance planning, capital planning, 
evaluation, asset lifecycle management and 
costing, risk management, budgeting and 
prioritization, etc.  Although these activities are 
often seen as “infrastructure focused,” asset 
managers are “customer-focused” in parallel 
through market planning and retail services 
program development activities that translate 
system asset capabilities into positive margin 
(profitable) customer offerings in the market. 

 The Asset Operator – At the final customer 
interface and service delivery point, the engineers 
and infrastructure/field service operators are 
tasked with constructing, commissioning, 
operating, maintaining, improving, and tracking 
performance. Most importantly, reporting on the 
system’s operational and infrastructure abilities 
to meet the value expectations of the customer 
and shareholder defined by the asset owners at 
the beginning of this enterprise-wide, asset 
management business approach.  Initially, some 
would consider this level to be comprised of 
infrastructure-focused asset activities only, but in 
a modern utility system, asset operators must 
also be both “customer- and infrastructure-
focused.”  For example, how do we manage 
acceptable risk and operate certain equipment 
“closer to limits/ failure” in order for the 
generation plant to remain “commercially 
available” through a committed dispatch period, 
or how do we use grid automation, Demand 
Response (DR), Distributed Energy Resources 
(DER), and other new visibility/control 
technologies to provide greater grid resiliency to 

keep more customers “on?”. In the past, we 
obviously wanted to avoid outages and service 
disruptions, but operating decisions were 
typically made with a pure “infrastructure-focus.”  
Today, we still want to provide safe, reliable, cost-
optimized power services while protecting the 
system assets.  However, from a “customer-
focused” perspective, operators are looking for 
ways to use new services, asset lifecycle 
practices, operating procedures, technologies, 
etc., to provide flexibility, responsiveness, and 
system resiliency through daily, stressful grid 
operating conditions and events.  The goal is to 
keep customers “digitally connected” to their 
“valued” personal Internet of Things (IoT) and 
capabilities that improve their productivity and 
quality of life versus strictly providing a 
commodity product at the meter.  In the end, 
asset performance monitoring results/data are 
tracked and reported back by the asset operators 
to the asset owners at the front of the enterprise-
wide, asset management approach.  This data is 
analyzed together by all three organizational 
asset management levels (i.e., owners, managers, 
operators) to further refine and strengthen the 
utility organization’s business direction and 
infrastructure performance as a balanced 
“customer-focused” and “infrastructure-focused” 
business. 

A senior operating executive at an energy client 
summarized what has truly changed in today’s 
modernizing utility market to me in a working session 
several years ago.   

He stated (paraphrased): 

“What I’m realizing is we no longer sell commodity 
kWhs/BTUs.  Rather, we sell an infrastructure and 
operating system that enables customers to use 
‘things they value’ that use kWhs/BTUs.  Hence, we 
must be both “customer-focused” and 
“infrastructure-focused” in order to enable these 
things (e.g. IoT) with an acceptable balance of cost 
(value), performance, and risk (i.e. reliability) to the 
customer while also delivering appropriate 
investment returns to our shareholders.” 
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Enterprise-wide, asset-management is essential to 
being a modern “customer-focused” and 
“infrastructure-focused” organization. Understanding 
that these two strategies are not mutually exclusive is 
critical for a utility that desires a sustainable approach 
to their capital improvements. 

 

COHESIVE ENTERPRISE-WIDE, 
ASSET MANAGEMENT IS KEY 
TO ACHIEVING BOTH 
PROFITABLE REGULATED 
RECOVERY AND NON-
REGULATED REVENUE 
GROWTH 

Many utilities often ask “…how can we focus on the 
customer’s value without eroding shareholder value?”  
Simply put, enterprise-wide, asset management’s 
focus is to grow profitable revenue or increase margin 
by using the organization’s assets (infrastructure) to 
deliver valued-services to customers.  For utilities, this 
is accomplished through regulated rate recovery 
and/or non-regulated offerings and pricing. 

More specifically, “infrastructure-focus” allows asset 
owners, managers, and operators to identify value-
based efficiencies that lower total asset lifecycle 
costs, increase asset performance, and/or reduce risk 
exposure for both the system, shareholders and 
customers.  This value is captured through improved 
asset performance and service for customers with 
increased efficiency, savings, and margins at current 
set rate levels, which are typically shared between 
shareholders and customers. 

A combined “infrastructure-focus and customer-
focus” results in the identification of “universal 
service” delivery enhancements for customer value 
from the utility system that justify new rate base 
investment with profitable rate increases for 
improved shareholder value.  Subsequently, new non-
traditional utility service offerings can be developed 
and offered as well through non-regulated pricing 
mechanisms that provide both attractive customer 
value (otherwise they wouldn’t pay for it) and 
profitable revenue growth that also raises shareholder 
value. 

 

IN SUMMARY 

An Enterprise-wide, Asset Management Business 
Model and Process should be the “common thread” 
that enables utility systems to bridge their functional 
silos and operate as an integrated business 
organization that is both “customer-centric (focused)” 
and “infrastructure-focused” and delivers results that 
create both customer and shareholder value. 

AUTHOR’S NOTE: 

Future instalments in this knowledge centre series will 
consider other aspects of how an enterprise-wide, 
asset management approach and a combined 
“customer and infrastructure-focus” can help utilities 
successfully modernize their operations and 
businesses.  Potential topic areas include:  

 Modifying regulatory rate or non-regulated 
pricing structures to reflect the value of 
“expected” and “contingency” risk mitigation 
in addition to differentiating more granularly 
between fixed and variable cost components  

 Helping utility asset operators identify, 
evaluate, and “buy-in” cohesively to how 
investments made outside their functional 
areas can further benefit them or others as a 
system and enterprise by leveraging the 
combined “customer and infrastructure” 
focus and increasing asset performance and 
returns  

What I’m realizing is we no longer sell 
commodity kWhs/BTUs. Rather, we 
sell an infrastructure and operating 
system that enables customers to 
use ‘things they value’ that use 
kWhs/BTUs. Hence, we must be both 
“customer-focused” and 
“infrastructure-focused” in order to 
enable these “things (e.g. IoT) with an 
acceptable balance of cost (value), 
performance, and risk (i.e., reliability) 
to the customer while also delivering 
appropriate investment returns to 
our shareholders. 
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 Providing clearer, longer-term direction and 
specifics to customer services development, 
system and business OT/IT integration, and 
Supply Chain Management that lowers risk of 
technology obsolescence and enhances new 
and existing infrastructure performance, 
lifecycle, and ultimately customer and 
shareholder value  

 Managing vendor delivery execution risk 
through contract risk evaluation, proactive 
vendor monitoring and performance 
management, and infrastructure 
performance dispute resolution/claims 
avoidance management, particularly for new 
technology infrastructure adoption  

 The potential inclusion of a fourth asset 
management level, the “Asset User,” with the 
increasing deployment of retail distributed 
energy resources (DER) in conjunction with 
grid modernization investments that must 
provide reliable capabilities to satisfy 
lifecycle cost, performance, risk reduction 
value use case for the system-level assets  

 Strengthen and clarify Smart City and 
Community strategy development across 
multiple infrastructure sectors (e.g., 
transportation, water, municipal services, 
etc.) and public and private entities that can 
also better leverage P3 (private public 
partnership) funding along with other 
financial resources  
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