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Case study 4
‘Smart’ working with agency staff 



The installation of smart meters into homes and small 
businesses is a crucial aspect of the UK Government’s 
national energy infrastructure strategy. Although plans to 
mandate this roll-out were announced in 2008 the official 
roll-out didn’t begin until 2016, with completion scheduled 
for end of 2020. This has subsequently changed to an 
“offer” of a smart meter by the end of 2020.

As of September 2018 only 13.65 million of the  
53 million meters required had been installed.   
Consequently, there is pressure on the UK energy 
suppliers to increase their rate of installation of  
smart meters. 

EngCo has been contracted by two of the energy  
suppliers to meet these demanding meter installation 
targets within this tight timeframe. To achieve this,  
EngCo needs to recruit and train significant numbers  
of temporary installation engineers to boost its existing 
field workforce.

Rather than recruit these field workers directly and 
then make them redundant at the end of 2020,  
EngCo has contracted an agency to supply sufficient 
workers. In doing so EngCo has ensured the agency  
hires these field workers on similar contracts to those 
that EngCo has with its own meter installation staff.

“what we didn’t want to do was have the traditional 
agency model where they don’t really have an 
employment contract. We wanted them to … have  
that benefit of having a full-time contract and they  
can get their mortgages etc., and then it just gives  
them that added security”. 

The agency only pays these temporary field workers. 
In all other respects they are managed by EngCo in an 
equivalent manner to permanent EngCo staff, including 
the provision of necessary tools, equipment and PPE.  
They are also subject to the same briefing, reporting  
and monitoring regimes. 

“They [third party workers] work to our processes,  
they work to our procedures, they work to our training 
standards and they’re managed by [EngCo] people”.  
“If they don’t follow the rules, they won’t be with  
us that long.”

The temporary workers are comprehensively trained 
and must meet nationally recognised standards before 
being recruited to perform smart meter installations. 
All individuals are then inducted into EngCo processes. 
Their performance is monitored by a mixture of direct 
observation and random follow-up checks of completed 
installations (5–10%). All of EngCo’s temporary field 
workers have access to an EngCo supervisor to discuss  
and resolve on-site problems. Each worker is also provided 
with a tablet that has a database of FAQs, solutions  
and guidance notes, along with a selection of short  
(under five minutes) recorded toolbox briefings. 

“Everything that we need to know is where it can be 
accessed easy. I mean it’s all there on your tablet, in 
black and white, every single bit of information you  
can ask for is on there”.

A more recent initiative has been the introduction  
of field coaches to act as a source of information and 
guidance independent of line management and to 
promote better understanding about how to perform 
their role safely. 

“we want them to be the engineer’s best friend who 
they can pick the phone up and say I’m not too sure 
what to do.” 

These coaches were often used daily by field workers. 

Other information (including safety information)  
is made available by direct mail to home addresses and 
through meetings scheduled every six to eight weeks 
(although it is unclear how often they actually occur). 
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Apart from the obvious safety risk associated with working 
with live energy sources (gas and electricity) there are a 
number of other risks reported in this case. These include 
working in confined spaces, driving and lone working. 
EngCo also identified that the engagement of large 
numbers of newly qualified and inexperienced workers 
placed strain on the monitoring and assurance processes.

Key learning points
-  Providing longer-term contracted staff with comparable 

Terms and Conditions to permanent employees 
encourages engagement with company culture and 
helps to ensure effective and safe work performance.

-  Set contract workers up to succeed by providing 
them with comparable training and ongoing support 
as for permanent staff, such as suitable IT, access to 
supervisors and performance monitoring and feedback.

-  Short recorded toolbox talks provided on tablets  
can be a useful safety resource for off-site workers. 

-  Having coaches (independent of line management) 
enhances the provision of information and support  
for temporary field workers improving health and  
safety performance and reducing the occurrence  
of rework and complaints from customers. 

-  Applying a clear zero-tolerance approach to non-
compliance with company processes and procedures 
encourages safe working by contracted staff. 

“It’s only when people start to cut corners, shave 
two seconds off here [and there] by not [following 
procedures], but the trouble is they’re shaving the  
rest of their career with EngCo, and that’s what I  
explain to them.”
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