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Abstract

Agentic AI and conversational AI each serve critical, but different, roles in 
digitalization of the utility industry. Leaders who grasp their distinctions can 
build AI-driven solutions that enhance efficiency, automate decision-making 
and improve user interactions. By strategically integrating both, businesses can 
unlock the full potential of AI, creating seamless experiences and optimized 
operations.
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Introduction

AI is revolutionizing industries, but its rapid evolution has also led to confusion among business 
leaders. Two concepts often used interchangeably, Agentic AI and conversational AI, serve 
distinct purposes, yet many executives misunderstand their roles and applications. Through this 
white paper, we have tried to simplify these concepts. We will explore the distinctions between 
Agentic AI and conversational AI, their specific applications in the utility industry and address 
common misunderstandings that often lead to unrealistic expectations and misaligned 
strategies. By understanding these differences, business leaders can better leverage AI 
technologies to achieve their organizational goals.



What is Agentic AI?

Agentic AI is a system capable of 
autonomous, goal-directed behavior. It is 
rapidly transforming the utility industry by 
enabling systems that can perceive, plan, 
decide and act with minimal human 
intervention. Unlike traditional automation or 
analytics tools, Agentic AI embodies dynamic 
intelligence, making it uniquely suited to 
handle the complexity, variability and scale of 
modern water, gas and electric utility 
operations. It allows utility organizations to 
move from reactive to predictive and even 
prescriptive operations, delivering better 
outcomes in reliability, sustainability and 
customer satisfaction while optimizing 
operational costs.

Agentic AI plays a central role in grid 
management, outage restoration and 
Distributed Energy Resource (DER) 
orchestration in the electricity sector. One key 
use case is autonomous outage response. 
When a power outage occurs, an Agentic AI 
system can interpret Supervisory Control and 
Data Acquisition (SCADA) data, correlate 
weather and asset health inputs, isolate the 
fault and dispatch repair crews, all without 
human initiation. This improves Mean Time to 
Restore (MTTR) and enhances resilience. 
Another critical use case is in Distributed 
Energy Resource (DER) coordination, where 
the AI acts as an orchestrator—managing 
demand response, battery storage and solar 
generation in real-time to optimize grid 

performance. For example, during peak 
demand or a grid event, Agentic AI could 
autonomously curtail or activate energy 
sources based on predictive load forecasts 
and customer preferences, improving grid 
balance and minimizing operational costs.

Agentic AI is instrumental in pipeline 
monitoring and leak detection in the gas 
utility domain. By integrating data from IoT 
sensors, pressure gauges and environmental 
feeds, agentic systems can identify anomalies, 
assess risk and prioritize remediation actions. 
In a scenario involving detecting a subtle 
pressure drop in a remote segment, Agentic AI 
analyzes correlated data, determines if it’s a 
leak and autonomously dispatches a field 
inspection team while alerting regulators and 

updating the maintenance system. This 
reduces methane emissions and ensures 
public safety. Another scenario involves 
automated asset lifecycle planning, where the 
AI forecasts wear patterns across pipelines 
and compressor stations and adjusts 
maintenance schedules based on real-time 
usage, thereby extending asset life and 
reducing downtime. 

For water utilities, Agentic AI is used in smart 
water network optimization. It continuously 
monitors flow, pressure and consumption data 
to detect leaks, forecast demand and 
rebalance the network dynamically. A typical 
scenario is during drought season, Agentic AI 
can manage water distribution schedules, 

What do we use Agentic AI for?

Proactive asset management: AI 
autonomously schedules maintenance for  
industrial equipment
Autonomous operations: AI-powered 
drones monitor renewable energy site 
without human intervention 
Decision making support: AI analyzes 
real-time data to optimize energy 
distribution in smart grids
Process automation: AI dynamically 
adjusts workflows in enterprise systems 
without manual inputs

prioritize supply to critical areas and issue 
proactive conservation alerts to users. It also 
helps with stormwater and flood 
management, where AI agents monitor rainfall 
data and reservoir levels, automatically 
triggering drainage operations and rerouting 
flows to prevent urban flooding.

Across all utility types, Agentic AI also 
enhances customer engagement. Virtual 
agents can proactively notify users of usage 
anomalies, recommend conservation actions 
or help enroll them in demand response 
programs. These agents can learn user 
preferences over time and tailor interactions, 
resulting in improved satisfaction and reduced 
customer service costs. 



What is conversational AI?

Conversational AI, on the other hand, is 
designed for natural language interactions. It 
enables AI-driven chatbots, virtual assistants 
and interactive systems to communicate 
effectively with humans. These AI systems 
understand, interpret and respond to human 
queries in text or voice formats.

Conversational AI is rapidly transforming the 
utility industry by enhancing customer 
engagement, streamlining operations and 
supporting field and enterprise services with 
real-time, intelligent communication 
interfaces. At its core, conversational AI 
leverages Natral Language Processing (NLP), 
machine learning and context awareness to 
enable automated interactions between 
utilities and stakeholders, whether they are
customers, field technicians or control room 
operators, and across voice, text and digital 
channels. As utilities evolve toward digital-first 
service delivery and smart infrastructure 
management, conversational AI plays a pivotal 
role in improving service reliability, 
responsiveness and customer satisfaction.

In the electricity sector, conversational AI is 
extensively used to assist customers with 
outage reporting, billing inquiries and service 
connection requests. For example, during 
storm-related outages, a virtual assistant can 
proactively notify customers about estimated 
restoration times, gather real-time updates 

from field crews and escalate complex cases 
to live agents. Additionally, AI-powered 
chatbots help customers compare rate plans, 
sign up for demand response programs and 
receive personalized energy usage tips. 
Internally, field technicians can use 
voice-activated assistants to retrieve 
equipment schematics or work order 
instructions while working hands-free in 
substations or hazardous environments.

Conversational AI can streamline leak 
detection alerts, bill explanations and 
conservation guidance for water utilities. 
Customers who receive unusually high bills 
due to leaks or seasonal overuse can interact 
with AI agents to diagnose potential causes, 
schedule meter inspections or even integrate 
with smart water sensors for real-time 
resolution. Another practical use case involves 
multilingual virtual agents that can engage 
diverse customer bases, ensuring that 
essential notices like water quality advisories 
or service interruptions are accessible and 
understandable. Internally, operations teams 
can use AI to manage compliance reports, 
schedule preventative maintenance or log 
asset health observations through 
conversational forms. Safety and service 
reliability are critical in the gas sector. 
Conversational AI can be deployed to handle 
emergency gas leak reports, guiding 
customers through immediate safety steps 
while simultaneously notifying dispatchers. 
Moreover, it can assist customers with 
appliance troubleshooting, service 
appointment scheduling and understanding 
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changes in gas pricing or carbon pricing policies. 
For field operations, technicians can use AI 
assistants to access pipeline schematics, hazard 
alerts or maintenance logs in remote locations, 
improving decision- making and reducing manual 
data entry.

Across all three utility domains, electricity, water 
and gas, conversational AI also supports 
Demand-Side Management (DSM), customer 
onboarding for new digital services such as smart 
meters and automating internal service desk 
functions for employees. Integrations with 
back-end systems such as Customer Information 
Systems (CIS), Geographic Information Systems 
(GIS) and Enterprise Asset Management (EAM) 
platforms enable AI agents to retrieve contextual 
data and provide intelligent, transactional 
responses. For example, an electric customer can 
ask about rebates for installing rooftop solar, and 
the system can dynamically pull eligibility details 
from utility databases and initiate an application, 
all within a single conversation.
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Common misunderstandings

Many executives often conflate conversational AI and Agentic AI, leading to unrealistic 
expectations and misaligned strategies. Conversational AI is designed for natural language 
interactions, enabling AI-driven chatbots and virtual assistants to communicate effectively with 
humans. In contrast, Agentic AI refers to systems capable of autonomous, goal-directed 
behavior, making complex decisions and acting independently. Understanding the distinction 
between these two types of AI is crucial for clarity, as it allows business leaders to leverage each 
technology's unique strengths effectively. By recognizing their complementary roles, executives 
can better align their AI strategies to achieve organizational goals, enhance customer 
engagement and optimize operations. To make it a bit easier to understand, here are some key 
misconceptions:

If it can talk, it must be fully autonomous"

Reality: A chatbot (conversational AI) can 
provide answers but doesn’t autonomously 
act unless connected to Agentic AI

Example: A utility company deployed a 
chatbot expecting it to schedule 
maintenance autonomously. However, the 
chatbot could only inform users about 
issues-it lacked the decision-making 
capability of Agentic AI

Agentic AI is just a smarter chatbot"

Reality: Agentic AI operates independently 
and can make complex decisions without a 
conversation

Example: A logistics firm wanted an AI 
assistant to optimize fleet routing. They 
mistakenly used conversational AI, which 
only responded to queries instead of 
dynamically rerouting vehicles like Agentic 
AI could

changes in gas pricing or carbon pricing policies. 
For field operations, technicians can use AI 
assistants to access pipeline schematics, hazard 
alerts or maintenance logs in remote locations, 
improving decision- making and reducing manual 
data entry.

Across all three utility domains, electricity, water 
and gas, conversational AI also supports 
Demand-Side Management (DSM), customer 
onboarding for new digital services such as smart 
meters and automating internal service desk 
functions for employees. Integrations with 
back-end systems such as Customer Information 
Systems (CIS), Geographic Information Systems 
(GIS) and Enterprise Asset Management (EAM) 
platforms enable AI agents to retrieve contextual 
data and provide intelligent, transactional 
responses. For example, an electric customer can 
ask about rebates for installing rooftop solar, and 
the system can dynamically pull eligibility details 
from utility databases and initiate an application, 
all within a single conversation.



Conversational AI can handle everything 
from customer service to autonomous 
operations"

Reality: Conversational AI is best suited for 
user interaction, while Agentic AI is 
designed for task execution

Example: A financial institution attempted 
to use a chatbot for fraud detection but 
realized it needed an Agentic AI system to 
analyze transactions, detect patterns and 
initiate security measures

Agentic AI doesn’t need a user interface"

Reality: While Agentic AI can work 
autonomously, it often integrates with 
conversational AI to provide explanations 
or receive feedback

Example: A smart energy management 
system optimized grid efficiency using 
Agentic AI but still required conversational 
AI to explain decisions to human operators

How to use both effectively

By recognizing their complementary roles, executives can better align their AI strategies to 
achieve organizational goals, enhance customer engagement and optimize operations. 

Instead of viewing these AI technologies as interchangeable, leaders should recognize their 
complementary roles:

• Conversational AI as the interface: Engages with users, collects inputs and provides 
responses

• Agentic AI as the engine: Processes data, makes decisions and executes complex tasks 
autonomously

By understanding these differences, business leaders can better leverage AI technologies to 
achieve their organizational goals.

Some of the use-cases which HCLTech has been actively engaged with leading utilities across:

Billing Inquiry Automation

Description: GenAI answers “Why is my bill 
high?” using billing, weather, and usage 
data to provide customers with clear, 
data-driven explanations.

AI-Type: Conversational AI + Agentic  
Efficiency-Impact: -30% Average Handling 
Time (AHT)

KPI-Improved: Customer Satisfaction 
(CSAT), Average Handling Time (AHT)

Dispute Resolution Workflow

Description: AI validates usage anomalies 
and issues correction tickets automatically, 
reducing the need for manual review.

AI-Type: Agentic AI

Efficiency-Impact: -25% manual 
intervention

KPI-Improved: First Contact Resolution 
(FCR), Average Handling Time (AHT)



Solar & EV Billing Queries

Description: AI explains net metering and 
rate optimization for solar and electric 
vehicle customers, improving 
understanding and satisfaction.

AI-Type: Knowledge + Insight Agent

Efficiency-Impact: +20% Customer 
Satisfaction (CSAT)

KPI-Improved: Customer Satisfaction 
(CSAT)

Payment Extensions

Description: Predictive eligibility and 
automated scheduling allow customers to 
request and receive payment extensions 
without manual review.

AI-Type: Insight + Action Agent

Efficiency-Impact: -25% Average Handling 
Time (AHT)

KPI-Improved: First Contact Resolution 
(FCR), Average Handling Time (AHT)

Emergency Triage

Description: Agentic AI triages emergency 
reports and routes them to field 
operations, improving response times and 
safety.

AI-Type: Action Agent

Efficiency-Impact: +15% safety response 
time

KPI-Improved: Safety KPI

Autopay & Program Enrollment

Description: Self-service workflow with 
authentication enables customers to enroll 
in autopay and programs without agent 
assistance.

AI-Type: Conversational AI

Efficiency-Impact: -40% Average Handling 
Time (AHT)

KPI-Improved: Containment

Outage Updates & Alerts

Description: Automated IVR/chat 
deflection to SMS or app keeps customers 
informed and reduces live call volume.

AI-Type: AI Bot + ML Forecast

Efficiency-Impact: -60% live calls

KPI-Improved: Containment



HCLTech is a global technology company, home to more than 218,000 people across 59 
countries, delivering industry-leading capabilities centered around digital, engineering, 
cloud and AI, powered by a broad po�folio of technology services and products. We work 
with clients across all major ve�icals, providing industry solutions for Financial Services, 
Manufacturing, Life Sciences and Healthcare, Technology and Services, Telecom and 
Media, Retail and CPG, and Public Services. Consolidated revenues as of 12 months ending 
September 2024 totaled $13.7 billion. To learn how we can supercharge progress for you, 
visit hcltech.com.
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