
In early 2002 it was obvious to some at Kansas City Power & Light
(KCP&L) that an overhaul of the monthly bill was long overdue. Re-
designing the utility bill is not a minor undertaking, as KCP&L personnel
discovered, but by the end of the year the bill redesign team had cleared
the hurdles and launched a clean, easy-to-read bill that would end cus-
tomer confusion, save in marketing and mailing costs, and allow for the
flexibility needed to add new products and services well into the future. 

KCP&L was well aware that the company was not making the most of
a potential communication piece that finds its way to every customer
every month. One of the priorities of the new bill was to add a message
board that delivers timely communications each month. Another priority
was to add clarity to billing information for customers who were con-
fused about due dates and other details.

"We had not redesigned our bill since 1986," states Nancy Moore, vice
president of customer services. "We wanted to have the ability to change
some messages, and in doing that we realized how little flexibility we had
with our old bill. We really started talking as group about what an oppor-
tunity our bill is as a communication tool, because it is something that
gets into the customers’ hands every single month. Our old bill didn’t af-
ford us the opportunity to do that very well. It was time to do something."

As the person who oversees the call center, Moore had been hearing
about customer billing calls for some time. A redesigned bill would im-
pact customer satisfaction and also reduce incoming calls. "We were get-
ting a lot of questions and calls coming in because things weren’t clear on
the bill and it was confusing. Obviously, we wanted to drive down some
of those calls."

A recurring problem on the old bill was confusion over the due date,
which was not included on the payment stub. Often customers would
discard the rest of the bill and then have no way of knowing the due date.
Other common questions related to language on the bill, particularly in regard to rate design items.

"We knew the customers didn’t understand the bill as well as they could. We felt that we could com-
municate the basic information in better ways," says manager of marketing communications Mike Will-
man, who was part of the design team. "We also felt that we had an opportunity to add information that
would be useful to them and to ‘warm up’ the bill from the customer satisfaction standpoint as well."

Input gathered from across the company

The redesign effort was a nine-month process. To kick off the project, a design team was organized,
headed by the billing services manager. It was a joint effort among many groups, including customer con-
tact; communications; IT; regulatory affairs; auditing; market research; and other staff members from the
commercial side of the business, who were needed to establish a balance between the needs of residential
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KCP&L new bill design is clean, flexible, cost-saving
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and commercial customers. The project evolved into a large undertaking, with
IT claiming a large portion of the work. 

By March 2002, the design team/task force was formed and the project
was official. The project manager was charged with determining all the issues
around the bill, from customer feedback to IT-related issues and printing de-
tails, including the type face, paper quality and size. "Economy of design and
production played an enormous part," notes Willman.

Internal personnel tackled the entire project with no outside assistance.
"We went through the process of gathering initiatives on what each of our
areas needed," adds Willman. The project was heavily driven by the customer
service group, which communicates daily with customers, and the revenue
group, which was familiar with "misunderstandings on the bill and late pays
that we could affect simply by communicating better," he continues.

Next, the project team delved into best practices across a variety of out-
side, service-related organizations, including other utilities, banks and vari-
ous businesses that have similar billing issues. Team members gathered an
array of information, reviewed the most effective practices and identified rele-
vant bill components and trends. 

Although the team accumulated a lot of knowledge about billing prac-
tices, in the end it was the customers who provided the most input to the bill,
Willman indicates. "We couldn’t find a perfect-case scenario so we had to de-
sign our own … from what our customers were telling us." 

Customer research started with the early, informal tracking of incoming
calls. At a certain point in the redesign process, the utility pinned down repre-
sentative groups of customers to explore their needs and concerns. 

"We conducted focus groups to find out not only what levels of comfort
they had and what their frustrations were with the existing bill, but what they
liked about the bill format we were moving toward. We didn’t try to read
their minds; we did exhaustive group sessions … so we could address those
issues," Willman recalls. 

"The most outstanding things they needed to understand were what they
owed, when it was due, and what their usage had been. So these were some of
the issues we concentrated on," he adds.

There were a few surprises along the way, such as the focus group’s initial
reaction to a new bill. 

"We came up with the prototype and then tested that with customers, and
there was a little bit of reluctance to change … which we found very interest-
ing," Moore says. 

"The idea of change was not something they were in favor of initially, until
we explained it to them," notes Willman. "But when we started to show them
examples of the new things that we might do, they thought those were good
ideas. We found out through the research that they very much did appreciate
these changes."

A very expensive project

After organizing the project and listening to the focus groups, the task
force created a formal business case, which was approved by upper manage-
ment. The business case had many components, from large issues to minute
details, such as the type of equipment needed to print the bills and the soft-
ware required to produce the bill. 

"All these things were much more expensive than we ever imagined. When
you put all the related costs together it was considerable," states Willman.
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It was decided to enlarge the bill to one 8" x 11" piece, in contrast to the old
bill that sometimes required several sheets of smaller paper. "The smaller size
allowed the bills to go through the system," Willman continues, which would
"then break them so that we could lay them two-up. Twenty years ago it was a
practical way to do the bill. It was loaded with information, but because it was
inflexible [it wasn’t possible] to add new items and move other items around.
That’s why we went to the larger format."

An important point in the business case, also, was the reduced cost of
mailing out one sheet of paper. "There were some very definite efficiencies
that we could pick up in the process. The size allowed us flexibility and we
could load more information onto a [single] two-sided bill."

According to Willman, the new format is very customer-friendly in the fol-
lowing ways:

• There is a very simple account summary on the front side, with all the
details on the back. "Through customer research we determined how much
detail they needed," which includes monthly and yearly comparisons of en-
ergy usage and a detailed breakdown of charges.

• Located in the upper right-hand corner of the bill are specific customer
service contact numbers. "If they live in the rural areas, for example, we give
them the one number they need to contact for billing or other questions,
whereas previously we had a very cluttered, long list of numbers on the back
of the bill."

• "We added the message board, which clarifies [important utility-related
issues] as well as giving them programs and energy tips that they need to
know about."

• "We made it very clear what location they were being billed for and the
period they were being billed for on both sides, for those customers with mul-
tiple accounts."

• "We kept it very basic, but we deliver the brand in a very consistent fash-
ion in order to maintain brand integrity. Our brand includes a tag line, ‘ener-
gizing life,’ that’s delivered on the bill itself."

• "We studied fonts extensively … and we worked through IT … [but] we
were limited to some extent according to the fonts available in our system. We
did an exhaustive study … on readability, size and other details, to make sure
the bill was clear and readable." The utility chose Arial, with a clean and a
simple format, and chose not to add print colors due to the expense. 

Due to the work of IT, the new bill has enough flexibility to allow the util-
ity to add line item charges as needed in the future. This gives KCP&L the
ability to develop new programs according to customer demand. "It was part
of the business case … for future flexibility. We couldn’t do these things on the
old bill," Willman says.

Message board spotlighted

One of the most appreciated efficiencies from the utility’s viewpoint was
the decision to add the message board. This enabled KCP&L to eliminate
some bill inserts, which had been growing to three or four a month. Some of
these were mandated, regulatory messages that can be included easily on the
message board. Reducing the number of monthly inserts has helped reduce
expenses associated with printing bill inserts and paying additional postage
on the bills. These types of savings showed up as a positive entry on the busi-
ness case.

"We created a schedule that allows for only two bill inserts in every bill
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KCP&L's new bill is easier to read and includes new features such as 1) How to reach us; 
2) Account 0information; 3) Message board; 4) Account summary.

Source: KCP&L.
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The back of the KCP&L bill now includes 6)Historical energy use; 7) Billing details; 8) Usage information;
9) Other services; 10) Bill stub.
Source: KCP&L.
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now, and we do one newsletter quarterly, which we’ve added since we re-
designed the bill. We have reduced the number of bill inserts that we do
every year by at least half. The costs associated with printing and mailing
those bill inserts are an enormous savings," says Willman.

It is likely that these spotlighted messages are now are receiving higher
readership than when they appeared in bill inserts. "Every bit of research that
I’ve been able to gather indicates that customers read the bill first and fore-
most before anything else, and in many cases that’s the only thing they read,"
he says.

The message board was given a place of honor on the front of the bill,
where it is located in a box on the left side. "The idea is that people read from
left to right, and we found out through research that they go to this area first.
It doesn’t contain any hard-line, account-related information. Instead, the
message board has information about seasonal changes, reminders about en-
ergy use … and helpful payment information. We just rolled out a check-by-
phone program … and we let them know about services and conveniences
like that on the message board."

The message board has given the utility an invaluable tool for communi-
cating about issues of importance or misunderstanding. For example, re-
search had shown KCP&L that customers believed the utility had increased
rates on a regular basis, despite the fact that there has been no increase since
1986. "We’re able to communicate about issues like that on the message
board. We’re able to impact customer satisfaction and customer perceptions
around price and value by very short, direct messages on the bill, which we
know they’re going to look at and read. It’s a tremendous tool for this whole
area of customer satisfaction," Willman relates.

Willman is in charge of determining which messages get on the board
each month. "We kept this committee [of task force members] together and
we polled all areas of the company to find out what messages are important
throughout the year. I schedule and write the messages every month, send
them to a review committee and the [task force]. Then IT helps us implement
them on the bill every month. They’re written monthly and seasonally to tar-
get specific customer segments. We target commercial and residential cus-
tomers. We can even target them by zip code if we choose." 

Anecdotally, calls are down

KCP&L mailed a brochure to customers to introduce the new bill in De-
cember  2002. Although there has been no formal tracking of the bill’s impact
on customer satisfaction, Moore states that it is obvious it has reduced ques-
tions coming into the contact center. 

"Call volume is impacted by so many variables … [but] in my opinion it
has reduced calls, and supervisors would say they are getting less of those
types of calls. We also know that after we implemented the bill, the J.D.
Power results did show improvements in some of the specific areas that
would relate to [the bill], such as ease of understanding information and
being able to find due dates on the bill." 

Besides cost savings, the benefits of having a cross-functional task force
brought cohesion to the process and positive culture change, Willman adds.
"It was really a nice experience working through this together with people
from all areas of the company. Our culture benefits from activities like this
because through the process we learn things that we’d only assumed before.
These kinds of projects really open your eyes." 


