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1. Executive Summary
This document reports on the findings of the retail electricity and gas markets in Ireland in quarter 1
of 2014. The research tracks changes from the previous research carried out in the period from 2011
to 2013. The 2014 research was conducted by Behaviour & Attitudes and The Research Perspective
Ltd. on behalf of the Commission for Energy Regulation (CER).
The scope of the research included the domestic and business retail electricity and gas markets.
Domestic retail gas and electricity markets include those consumers who use electricity or gas in
their domestic premises and include those with nightsaver meters. For both business retail
electricity and gas markets, the focus is on enterprises with low to medium consumption which are
primarily SMEs defined to be businesses with 250 or fewer employees. In the case of the business
retail electricity market, these are primarily low voltage maximum demand customers (meter point
categories DG5 and DG6).
The key findings from the research include:

Satisfaction with Supplier
●

Satisfaction with the service provided by supply businesses remains comparatively high in
each of the four market segments – satisfaction with current supplier for retail gas and
electricity suppliers remains in the range of 75% to 84%, but declines across all suppliers
were recorded. In the case of SME satisfaction with current supplier remains in the range of
67% to 72% for electricity suppliers, notably lower that the residential score. Gas supplier
satisfaction is in the range of 73% to 93%.

Dual fuel
●





The perception of greater savings associated with dual fuel offers remains the primary driver
for the move to dual fuel although this is on its third year of decline. Among domestic
consumers using two suppliers, the most common reason rated as very important/important
was satisfaction with the current suppliers. In the domestic market, the proportion of
customers who have natural gas and have the same supplier has remained steady at 52%.
72% of domestic consumers with dual fuel rated the greater saving achieved overall as an
important or very important factor in their decision (2013: 76%, 2012: 81%) to have one
supplier for both gas and electricity however.
In the SME market, the benefits for switching to a single supplier for gas and electricity
include both overall savings (80%) and convenience considerations at 73%, with a shortfall in
service expectations ranking lower (57%).
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Arrears


There continues to be confusion among customers in the 2014 measurement as to what
specifically constitutes arrears. 5% of domestic electricity consumers and 4% of domestic
gas consumers stated that they are now, or were sometimes, in arrears. An additional 14%
of domestic electricity consumers and 16% of domestic gas consumers stated that they part
pay their bill but typically have fully paid the bill before their next bill is issued. Amongst the
SME sector, 11% of electricity users and 5% of gas users stated that they are now, or were
sometimes, in arrears.

Perception of Competition in the market


Satisfaction with the current levels of competition remains in the mid 60’s% for both
domestic electricity (63%) and gas (64%) consumers. For the SME electricity and gas
markets, the satisfaction scores associated with the level of competition suffered a large
(circa 10%) decline to 34% for electricity and 36% for gas.

Perceptions of current levels of understanding, perceived
understanding of prices and offers


Knowledge of pricing structures remains low across all four markets and represents a
potential barrier to the effective evaluation of competitor’s offers and is thus a potential
inhibitor to increased rates of switching. A majority of consumers in each market state that
they have some understanding of the offers with a small proportion claiming to fully
understand the offers.

●

Just 21% of domestic electricity consumers and 8% of domestic gas consumers were able to
provide an estimate of the unit cost of the electricity/gas they consume, a significant decline
in the case of the domestic gas consumers1.

Domestic markets - Switching: Rates of switching, drivers and
experience of process


Among consumers surveyed for this research, switching rates during the previous twelve
months for the domestic electricity market increased from 2013 and remains reasonable at
12% , similar to reported UK switching rates2. Switching rates for the domestic gas market
shows a similar increase and a stable level of switching.

1

Respondents who provided an estimate regardless of accuracy to correct pricing.

2

The retail market review – findings and initial proposals”, OFGEM (2011)
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Reluctance to switch electricity and gas suppliers is driven primarily by inertia, but evidence
of trust related barriers such as trust in prices being as low as advertised remain (37%
electricity, 32% gas). Structural barriers such as misunderstanding of role related to
responsiveness during outages remain at circa 25%.

●

The preferred channel for switching continues to be dominated by home visits (61%
electricity, 66% gas), but there is a small increase in the use of the online channel (+3%
electricity, +8% gas), albeit off a low base. In the case of the domestic electricity market,
experience of the sales approach, associated pressure, sales tone and level of offer
understanding have all shown declines from 2012, thus pointing to a potential issue in terms
of face to face sales approach.

Of those who switched, the process, in terms of ease of switching, received very high levels of
overall satisfaction for the electricity market (91%) and the gas market (90%).

SME markets - Switching: Rates of switching, drivers and experience
of process


In the SME electricity sector, switching rates among survey respondents during the previous
twelve months increased by +7% to 22% and +6% to 23% in the SME gas market. However,
almost one third of the SME electricity and gas respondents report never having switched
supplier. Nevertheless, SME’s report high levels of contact (56% electricity, 41% gas) from
suppliers with a view to switching.

●

88% of SME electricity consumers who switched during the previous twelve months stated
that the switching process was easy or very easy (2013: 85%, 2012: 91%). 95% of SME gas
consumers who switched during the previous twelve months stated that the switching
process was easy or very easy (2013: 78%, 2012: 86%).

Interest in prepayment:


●

In the domestic market, reported interest in taking up prepayment has increased this year
across both electricity (10%) and gas (18%) in line with a decline on receiving and paying bills
while the incidence of those on equaliser payments has remained steady across both
electricity (9%) and gas (11%).
Among consumers with a moderate to high level of interest in prepayment, all benefits
proposed (e.g. control of bill, one less bill, no estimated bills) were seen as potential benefits
by most electricity and gas consumers.

Vulnerable consumers:


The overall level of awareness of the option to register if vulnerable, in the case of electricity
or gas supply interruption, remains low. In 2014, 21% of all electricity customers are aware
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of priority registration if a person is dependent on electricity supply for medical reasons
(2013: 25% , 2012: 25% ). The equivalent figure for gas is 17% for 2014.


In each case, 1% of consumers in each of the electricity and gas markets indicate that they
are registered.

Research background
The fieldwork for this research was completed during the first quarter of 2014 (approximately one
year after the fieldwork was completed for 2013). The 2014 research was undertaken by Behaviour
& Attitudes in conjunction with The Research Perspective. Behaviour & Attitudes is one of Ireland’s
largest market research agencies and has been operating since 1985. The Research Perspective is a
market and customer research company which specialises in utility and service industries including
statutory bodies such as The Commission for Communications Regulation, The Food Safety Authority
of Ireland, Ofgem and The Commission for Energy Regulation.
This research pays particular focus to the:


Measurement of the domestic retail electricity market in 2011, 2012 and 2013 with
comparable scope to this research;



Measurement of the domestic retail gas market in 2012 and 2013 with comparable scope to
this research, and to research conducted in 2011 which primarily focused on brand related
issues;



Measurement of both domestic and business electricity markets in 2013 with comparable
scope to this research. The business element included both small and medium-sized
enterprises (SME) defined as those with 250 employees or fewer.



Measurement of both business electricity and gas markets in 2012 and 2013 with
comparable scope to this research.

The face-to-face survey methodology used for the domestic research is directly comparable to the
methodology used for the previous domestic retail electricity and gas market measurements in 2012
& 2013, as well as earlier retail electricity market measurements. The Computer Assisted Telephone
Interviewing (CATI) methodology used for the business research is directly comparable to the
methodology used for the business electricity and gas market measurement in 2013 and prior
measurements.
Comparisons between the four measurements are presented with the following caveats:


The two domestic markets are at different stages of development in terms of the level of
competition and the regulatory framework: prices in the domestic electricity market are no
longer regulated while prices in the domestic gas market of Bord Gáis Energy remain
regulated;



The two SME markets are structurally different with electricity universally used by SME’s, in
comparison natural gas is used by a minority of SMEs.
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Market background
Since the publication of the 2013 research, the gas and electricity markets have remained
comparatively stable. CER continues its 2013 goal of focusing on energy retail competition and
electricity wholesale competition, with the expected full deregulation of the energy retail markets in
2014. This continued goal will ensure that choices in the area of supplier switching, supported by
increased competition will benefit consumers.
Dedicated to maintaining a competitive environment for both the residential and SME markets, 2013
saw significant preparatory work done in progressing the goals of competition, infrastructure
development and deployment planning. The CER Strategic Plan 2014-2018 CER14104 outlined its
goal of a fully competitive retail and wholesale markets delivering fair prices to customers and the
four strategies which are designed to achieve this goal. Amongst the strategies are the continued
development of the SEM (Single Electricity Market), review of retail monitoring framework as
required to ensure effective competition and customer choice, continued investigation of barriers to
switching and rolling-out Smart energy meters in order to stimulate competition, increasing the
range of offers available and allowing informed comparison of different offers.

Purpose of the research
The purpose of this research is:







To determine the level, quality and benefits of competition in the domestic and business
electricity and natural gas markets as perceived by consumers within these markets;
To determine the level of switching occurring, driver or inhibitors impacting on the level of
switching and other measures of engagement in the four markets such as consumer’s
understanding of and ability to compare offers;
To measure issues such as bill clarity, sales process, the complaints process and protection of
vulnerable consumers;
To assess other issues related to the transition from ex ante to ex post regulation as they
arise
To inform CER generally about consumer behaviour and attitudes as they emerge within the
markets.

The research included the following specific areas:
(i)

General awareness of and satisfaction with competition and supply companies providing
services in each market;

(ii)

Experience of switching within each market including switching rates, reasons for switching
or not switching and perceived understanding and ability to compare offers;

(iii)

Level of engagement by consumers with suppliers as demonstrated by investigation of
alternative tariff packages, changing to alternative tariff packages, changes in payment
methods and changes in billing frequency;
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(iv)

Assessment of the sales process and advertising from electricity and gas supply businesses;

(v)

Knowledge of pricing, receipt of information on price changes, understanding of billing and
interest in and experience of prepayment;

(vi)

Payment arrears;

(vii)

Understand of the role of supplier;

(viii)

Interest in dual fuel offers (purchasing electricity and natural gas from a single supplier);

(ix)

Awareness and use of complaint handling procedures, experience of those procedures;

(x)

Awareness of the availability of registration as vulnerable customers (defined by a range of
criteria including those who rely on electricity supply for the operation of medical
equipment in the home, the elderly and the disabled ).

This report is a summary of the findings of the research and is designed to cover all issues assessed
at a high level. The full research will be released by the CER in four stand alone Powerpoint
presentations, one covering each of the four markets.

Data Collection Methodology
The data collection methodology followed best practise methods and processes executed under
internationally recognised quality standards (ESOMAR).
The domestic surveys consisted of face-to-face interviews in respondents’ home and were
conducted by Behaviour & Attitudes using CAPI (Computer Assisted Personal Interviewing) system.
Sampling locations for the domestic electricity survey were based on 120 paired sampling points
throughout the Republic of Ireland. The sampling methodology for the domestic electricity research
matched that used in the three previous research reports to facilitate comparability across the three
years. Sampling locations for the domestic gas survey were also based on over 120 paired sampling
points across locations served by the domestic natural gas network in Ireland and matched that used
in 2012 and 2013. In 2011, the domestic gas research used Computer Assisted Telephone
Interviewing (CATI) and this change in methodology should be noted when comparing results from
the 2011 research with the 2012, 2013 and 2014 research.
The SME surveys used a Computer Assisted Telephone Interviewing (CATI) based methodology and
were conducted by Behaviour & Attitudes. In the context of this research, telephone interviewing
was selected as it is both fast and accurate. Adopting the CATI system delivers significant additional
quality control over the data and the quality of responses. Telephone interviewing is particularly
appropriate for business respondents because calls can be easily scheduled for times when the
respondent is available and flexible enough to allow rescheduling at short notice at the respondent’s
request.
The organisations contacted for interview for the electricity and gas business surveys were selected
at random from validated lists of businesses and public sector organisations with up to 250
employees. The respondents to the SME electricity survey were distributed across the Republic of
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Ireland. The respondents to the SME gas survey were distributed across the locations served by the
national natural gas network. These populations of potential respondents included the full range of
business categories.
Sample
Size

Electricity

Natural gas

Domestic

1,007

1,014

SME business

400

250

Figure 1: Number of respondents in the four market surveys

The number of responses achieved with each survey, shown in Figure 1, matched the number of
responses included within the 2013 and 2012 research. The sample sizes were selected to ensure
that the results are statistically robust and reliable.
The sampling framework for the domestic surveys was designed to be nationally representative of
households within each market with respondents who identified themselves as individuals within
the household with responsibility for paying the household electricity /natural gas bill. The sample
size was sufficient to ensure representativeness across locations and demographics. The sampling
frameworks for the business surveys was designed to be representative of businesses and public
sector organisations with 250 or fewer employees within each market. In the context of the
business gas research, this population from which the sample was drawn included all businesses
currently using natural gas. The respondents were individuals who identified themselves as
responsible for electricity/natural gas supply related decisions within their organisation.

Representative Sample
For the domestic surveys, the face-to-face surveying methodology used requires careful
management to ensure that it is representative. This was achieved by selecting sufficient and
representative sampling points. For the domestic electricity survey, the 120 paired sampling
locations were randomly selected based upon district electoral divisions. Within each sampling
location, interviewers were set strict interlocking quota controls to achieve, calculated on age and
class targets within gender. Overall, demographic quota controls were based upon the latest Census
/ Central Statistics Office population estimates. For the domestic gas survey, a similar approach was
used to select the 120 paired sampling points with the restriction that all sampling points were in
areas served by the natural gas supply network.
In the case of the business surveys, the population from which respondents were randomly drawn
was checked to ensure representative across sub-sectors and other demographic dimensions both
during the survey and upon completion of the survey.
Post-fieldwork, the respondent sets were validated to ensure representativeness across other
market specific dimensions such as use of different electricity suppliers or payment methods. This
validated respondent data set was determined to be representative at a household/business level.
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2. Market Profile
Satisfaction with the service provided by Suppliers
Respondents were asked to rate their satisfaction with the service provided by their electricity or gas
supplier. It should be noted that the question focused on the service provided and did not include
other aspects which may impact on the holistic assessment of the supplier such as price, tariff offer
etc.

Figure 2: Overall satisfaction with Domestic electricity (left) and gas (right) suppliers

Within the electricity market, there have been marginal changes in the satisfaction results in 2014,
compared to 2013. All suppliers have declined since 2012. Looking at the gas market, overall
market satisfaction is down and now stands at 82% (down from 85% in 2013), with reduced
satisfaction levels amongst Airtricity and Bord Gáis Energy customers driving the decline, see Figure
3.
Domestic Electricity
Overall Satisfaction by Current Supplier
92%
87%
85%
92%
87%
84%
88%
81%
82%
83%
83%
77%
2010

2011
Electric Ireland

2012

2013
BGE

Domestic Gas
Overall Satisfaction by Current Supplier
95%

84%
77%
75%

2014
Airtricity

88%
84%

89%
88%

87%
83% 84%

83%
83%

81%

82%

75%

77%

76%

2011

2012

Electric Ireland

2013
BGE

2014

Airtricity

FloGas

Figure 3: Satisfaction amongst domestic consumers with the service provided by
current supplier of electricity (left) and gas (right)

Among business electricity and gas consumers, overall satisfaction with current supplier has
declined, with electricity supplier satisfaction dropping to 69% from 77% in 2013 and gas supplier
satisfaction falling to 79% from 85%.
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Figure 4: Satisfaction amongst SME business customers with the service provided by current supplier of
electricity (left) and gas (right).

In the SME electricity market, satisfaction with service by individual electricity suppliers continues to
decline across all suppliers, and now ranges between 67% and 72%. Similarly within the SME gas
market individual supplier satisfaction is down across the majority of suppliers, with the exception of
Energia as can be seen in Figure 5. (Note Energia small base size).

Figure 5: Satisfaction amongst SME business customers with the service provided by current supplier of
electricity (left) and gas (right).

Dual Fuel
Prevalence of Dual Fuel Customers
Dual Fuel is a term used to describe the situation where a consumer uses a single supplier to provide
both gas and electricity to the home or business. Clearly this is only an option in those areas with
access to a Natural Gas supply. Dual fuel offers from suppliers typically include additional discounts
to those available to consumers using the supplier for only one service. With the entry of Electric
Ireland to the gas market in 2011, the three largest suppliers to the domestic electricity and gas
markets now provide dual fuel offers.
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Figure 6: Prevalence of dual fuel among domestic customers with both gas and electricity suppliers
Among consumers with natural gas and electricity, 52% continue to use a single supplier for both electricity
and gas ie 52% are Dual Fuel customers. These results have remained consistent since 2012. Consumers have
cited many reasons for choosing a single supplier for both their gas and electricity needs within the domestic
market, these are as follows::

Figure 7: Rating of potential factors which influence decision to use a single supplier for domestic electricity
and gas.
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Among consumers with a single supplier (Figure 7), the most important reason for having a single
supplier is greater savings overall when gas and electricity are purchased together. However, the
importance of this has declined over the years, as consumers have become accustomed to the dual
fuel product and associated benefits.

Figure 8: Rating of potential factors which influence the decision to use two suppliers for domestic electricity
and gas.

In contrast, the reasons given by consumers with separate suppliers for gas and electricity (Figure 8)
focus on the absence of ‘push’ factors such as a bad service experience - the majority of metrics
rated have remained static since 2012, with the exception of not wanting to accept additional
conditions, such as paying by direct debit or getting the bill online, which has consistently gained in
importance over the last three waves. Overall, satisfaction with service provided by each supplier
was the only reason identified as important by a majority.
These results are consistent with previous findings that most consumers with two suppliers have
remained with the incumbents (Bord Gáis Energy for gas and Electric Ireland for electricity) and the
decision to retain two suppliers is associated with a lack of switching motivation in general, and not
related to dual fuel in particular.
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Figure 9: SME ratings of factors in the decision to use a single supplier for dual fuel.

22% of SMEs use natural gas in their businesses, while less than 1 in 10 SME’s are dual fuel
customers. Benefits cited for switching to a single supplier for gas and electricity included both
saving and convenience considerations, with service ranking lower.

Figure 10: SME ratings of factors in the decision in having two separate suppliers for electricity and gas.
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Satisfaction with the service provided by current supplier continues to be the main reason given by
SMEs for remaining with two separate suppliers for electricity and gas. 1 in 5 gas and electricity
SMEs did state, however, that they have not got around to switching to a single supplier and
therefore may switch to dual fuel in the future (Figure 10).

Arrears
Within the context of the continuing difficult economic environment for both businesses and
consumers, the area of arrears (and potentially disconnection when arrears are not addressed) is of
public concern. While credit terms for payment of electricity and gas bills are set by the suppliers
and may therefore vary by supplier, generally consumers deemed as in arrears are those who have
not paid in full by the expiry of the credit period. The 2012 and 2013 research identified a
perception gap between consumers’ understanding of arrears and suppliers’ definition of arrears.
However, this continues to be the case in 2014 as the graph below shows: (Figure 11)

Figure 11: Domestic payment history and arrears – domestic electricity (left) and domestic gas markets
(right).

Consumers who do not use pre-payment meters were asked to say whether they were now in
arrears or have been in the past in terms of paying their gas or electricity bills. Consumers could also
select an option that they part-paid bills but were typically up to date by the time the next bill is
issued. This was to capture consumer part-payment behaviours, where the consumers may not be
adhering to supplier credit terms but does not regard themselves as experiencing payment difficulty
(it should be noted that while consumers may perceive that they typically cleared the bill before the
next bill issues, this may not be the case in practice).
The majority of consumers (80% electricity and 80% gas domestic customers) state that they always
pay their bill on time in full. However, 14% of electricity and 16% of gas customers state that they
part-pay their bill but do not consider this as being in arrears. This divergence between consumer
perceptions of arrears and suppliers definition was also noted in the 2013 and 2012 reports.
In the 2014 research, consumers who were in arrears were asked if they had ever been directed to
outside assistance on budgeting, energy efficiency advice or services by their new supplier. 15% of
domestic electricity customers and 29% of gas domestic customers who have ever been in arrears,
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stated that they were directed to outside assistance by their supplier. Just 1.8% of electricity and
0.9% of gas respondents stated that they had been disconnected in the past 12 months.

Figure 12: SME payment history and arrears SME electricity (left) and SME gas customers (right)

The majority of SMEs claimed to pay their electricity or gas bill on time and in full (88% electricity
and 94% gas); however this is a decrease on previous measurements. This continued high rate may
reflect a broad interpretation of what constitutes arrears and perhaps some reluctance to disclose
their sensitive information. Just 2% of electricity SME respondents stated that their electricity
supply had been disconnected in the last year. Less than a quarter of these respondents agreed that
the supply was quickly reconnected once the issue had been resolved. No gas respondents had been
disconnected during the previous 12 months.

3. Consumer Awareness and Understanding of Market
Structures
Awareness of Competition
Awareness of alternative supplier business names was a key measure of the perceived level of
competition in a market. If such recall is unprompted (in response to requests to list any supply
businesses that the respondent is aware of), the awareness score achieved by a supplier reflects a
top of mind awareness level which is more likely to enhance the probability of switching.
Both provide relevant assessment of activity of suppliers among consumers; in a competitive
market, both domestic and SME consumers should be aware of the full set of potential alternatives
in order to allow the fullest range of switching decisions.
In 2011, ESB rebranded its supply business as Electric Ireland with a temporary branding of ESB
Electric Ireland. A rebranding exercise involving a business name change potentially requires an
extended amount of time to supercede the previous business name. This research provides a check
on the degree to which the new branding has superceded the previous ESB related branding in the
consumer consciousness. Awareness of the Electric Ireland business name now stands at 90%,
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having increased from 89% in 2013. This contrasts with the awareness level of ESB Networks brand,
which remains at 81%.

Domestic Electricity and Gas Markets

Figure 13: Unprompted recall of suppliers in the domestic electricity (left) and domestic gas (right) markets

Figure 13 shows the unprompted recall of electricity and gas suppliers among domestic consumers
in each of these markets. In each case, the different names for the incumbents Electric Ireland and
Bord Gáis Energy are combined to provide an estimate of the overall awareness of each supplier. It
can be clearly seen that for both markets the incumbents (Electric Ireland and Bord Gáis) retain a
high degree of unprompted recall.
Over 9 in 10 (94%) electricity customers mention Electric Ireland or a prior name with 44%
specifically mentioning Electric Ireland (increasing from 33% in 2013). Within the electricity
domestic market the level of awareness of Bord Gáis Energy and Airtricity has declined, with a heavy
increased awareness of PrepayPower, Energia and Pinergy. Within the gas market, 94% mentioned
Bord Gáis Energy or Bord Gáis unprompted.

Figure 14: Awareness of competitors amongst the SME Electricity (left) and SME gas (right) consumers

As in the domestic survey findings the main incumbents, Electric Ireland (electricity) and Bord Gáis
Energy (gas), achieve highest unprompted recall in the SME sector (Figure 14). Amongst SME
electricity customers, Airtricity achieves 68% unprompted recall making it the second most
mentioned electricity supplier. This was followed by Bord Gáis at 50%, Energia 41%. Within the gas
market Bord Gáis Energy achieved highest recall at 48%, with almost equal recall rates amongst
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Airtricity (48%), Energia (46%) and Electric Ireland (45%). Flogas achieved 37% recall, while Vayu
achieved 6% recall.

Perceptions of current levels of competition
Respondents in each of the domestic surveys were asked to rate their level of satisfaction with the
current level of competition and if competition has improved the quality of the service they receive
from suppliers.

Figure 15: Satisfaction with existence and level of competition and if competition has improved service
received within the domestic electricity (left) and gas domestic (right) market.

Within the electricity market the majority of consumers remain satisfied with the level of
competition (Figure 15). However, there has been a noticeable decline in level of agreement
regarding the extent to which competition has improved the service received. Similarly, the majority
of consumers are satisfied with the existence of competition in the residential consumer gas market
– similar proportions for the last 3 years. However, a large decrease was registered last year in the
proportion of gas consumers who agree that the competition has improved service, has remained in
2014. Over the year the small increase in the ‘disagree’ score suggests further entrenchment of the
view that competition has not improved service experience.

Figure 16: Satisfaction with aspects of competition within SME electricity (left) and gas (right) markets.

The questions related to competition asked in the SME electricity and gas markets differ from those
asked in the domestic market surveys. To capture information on the operation of competition in
these markets, respondents were also asked about the quality of competition and the range of
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offers available (Figure 16). Comparing the scores for the SME electricity and gas markets across the
three measurements shows that there has been a noticeable decline across all matrix of
competition, within both of these markets. In particular satisfaction with range of offers has declined
significantly. This is an indication of consumers disengagement with the market as consumers are
now more likely to rate satisfaction with competition as middle of the road (neither satisfied nor
dissatisfied).

Understanding Prices and Offers
Good consumer awareness of pricing is relevant in the development of competition as competing
offers are expressed in terms of a discount to regulated energy prices and can also offer changes to
the fixed monthly standing charge. However, once competition is in place it may become
increasingly difficult for consumers to effectively compare offers from multiple suppliers as there is
no equivalent of the regulated unit price to act as a benchmark.
In general, a consumer’s ability to assess the relative difference between his or her current tariff, the
offered unit prices, the relationship between consumption charges, standing charge and the overall
bill will impact on his or her ability to assess the overall impact on the bill of the competitors offer.
Therefore, an assessment of the capability of domestic and SME consumers to recall the unit cost of
electricity/gas charged by their current supplier and the standing charges/supply charge included
within their bill is important in assessing the likely capability of that customer to evaluate offers.
This also provides insight into their level of engagement with the detail of the electricity or gas bill.

Figure 17: Estimates of unit cost and supply charge by electricity (left) and gas (right) customers

The research found that only 21% of electricity and 8% of gas domestic customers were able to
provide an estimate of the unit cost, regardless of accuracy, while 25% of electricity and 10% of gas
customers were able to provide an estimate of the standing/supply charge, again regardless of
accuracy.
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Figure 18: Information received in reference to price changes amongst electricity and gas domestic
customers.

Suppliers are required to inform customers of upcoming price changes at least one month before a
price change takes effect. Only one third of electricity and gas customers are aware of receiving
upcoming price change information from suppliers within the last 6 months. Amongst those who
are aware of price changes since 2013, most associate gas and electricity price increases with
increased cost of energy, as opposed to a supplier or regulator driven event.

Understanding and comparing electricity and gas offers
The ability to assess the relative benefits associated with competitor’s offers is a fundamental
element of any switching decision. Therefore, the research sought to discover whether consumers
perceived that they were able to effectively understand and then compare the offers and whether
there was any change from the levels reported in 2013.

Figure 19: Domestic customers perceived ability to understanding electricity and gas offers available from
suppliers.

Similar levels of consumer capability to understand and compare electricity offers as in 2013 were
noted (any understanding was 60% in 2014, was 62% in 2013). 24% of electricity consumers stated
that they had a small degree or no understanding of offers (28% in 2013). 15% of electricity
consumers also stated that they were not aware of the offers. This is a small increase from 10% in
21 | P a g e

(c) 2014 Behaviour & Attitudes The Research Perspective Ltd

2013. Amongst gas domestic customers there was a larger decrease in offer understanding amongst
gas customers (mostly/some/a small degree of understanding dropped to 59% in 2014 from 65% in
2013). 20% of gas customers stated that they had a small degree or no understanding of offers
(2013 was at 20%) of gas suppliers. 20% were not aware of any offers. Across both electricity and
gas, dual fuel customers appear to have a better understanding of the offers available. This low
ability to compare offers is most likely due to consumers low level of awareness of the unit and
supply charges which they are currently paying.
The research also found that while a degree of understanding about specific price points is low
amongst both SME and domestic customers of both electricity and gas, there is a reasonable level of
perceived understanding of offers currently available from suppliers with a majority of consumers in
each market claiming they have some understanding of the offers.

Figure 20: SME customers perceived ability to compare offers available amongst SME customers.

Among SME customers the proportion of both electricity and gas customers who claim not to be
aware of offers has increased since 2013 and now stands at 34% amongst electricity SMEs (up from
17% in 2013) and 37% among gas SMEs (up from 20% in 2013).

Figure 21: Domestic customers perceived ability to compare offers available from electricity and gas
suppliers

21% of electricity consumers found comparison of offers difficult/very difficult. This is similar to 2013
findings. 26% of electricity consumers stated that they had not attempted to compare offers,
returning to 2012 levels. Within the gas market, 16% of consumers stated that they found
comparison of offers difficult (a decrease from 24% in 2013). 30% of gas customers stated that they
had not attempted to compare offers (an increase from 21% in 2013). Similarly to the domestic
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market, SMEs low ability to compare offers may be reflective at their low ability to estimate unit and
standing charges.

Figure 22: SMEs Perceived ability to compare offers available from electricity and gas suppliers

The comparatively low level of market understanding is confirmed in the high proportion of SMEs
who report they have not compared offers available. Ease of comparison of offers amongst SMEs
has decreased by 6% in the electricity market and 6% in gas market since 2013.

4. Switching, Engagement with the Experience of the switching
process.
This research follows the same structure in relation to switching to that undertaken in 2012 and
2013 across the four markets. The research includes an assessment of the level of switching,
experience of switching and reasons for the decision to switch or not to switch. Within the domestic
market, consumers in receipt of a free electricity allowance (FEA), or free gas allowance (FGA), were
also asked about issues specific to these allowances in order to determine if these were barriers to
switching. The research also included questions to assess the degree to which consumers were
engaging with their supplier (for example to switch package, payment method or buying frequency)
and an assessment of the sales process and sales techniques used by electricity and gas suppliers in
the domestic markets.

Domestic Electricity and Gas Markets
Switching Rates
Switching has been established in both domestic electricity and gas markets for several years. When
competitors to the incumbent suppliers (Bord Gáis Energy for gas and Electric Ireland for electricity)
entered these markets, price offers made by the competitors were attractive when compared to the
regulator price offered by the incumbents and therefore there was a higher level of initial switching
reflecting pent up demand. It was also reasonable to expect a decline in switching rates in
subsequent years. Initially this was the case however within the most recent wave of findings the
overall rate of switching has increased when compared with 2013, but still falls short of the
2010/2011 levels.
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Figure 23: Reported switching rate in domestic electricity and gas supplier over the previous 12 months.

Drivers for Switching amongst Electricity and Gas Markets
To understand the decision process among consumers who have made a switching decision,
domestic customers rated the relative impact contribution of 13 potential factors related to their
decision to switch electricity and gas supplier. In addition, consumers who stated that they were in
receipt of the government payment related to energy costs such as Free Electricity Allowance (FEA)
or Free Gas Allowance (FGA), rated two additional statements related specifically to those payments
(switching rates and drivers inhibitors among these groups is covered in the next sub-section).
Domestic Customers Top 6 reasons for switching supplier

Figure 24: Top 6 reasons for switching Domestic supplier

As expected, a desire to save money on the electricity and gas bill remains the key reason given by
most consumers as a primary or important factor in their decision to switch suppliers (Figure 24).
Availing of a combined offer impacts about half of gas switchers and 46% of electricity switchers.
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One third of both switchers received a larger than expected bill, but this metric has declined from
previous measurements.
SMEs Top 5 reasons for switching suppliers

* Caution: small base size
Figure 25: SMEs Top 5 reasons for switching suppliers

Amongst SME gas and electricity consumers the top five considerations for switching focus on their
quest for a reduction in cost and in the case of electricity a better service (Figure 25). Across cohorts
the importance of reducing costs has risen significantly (+18% in electricity and +24% in gas).

Drivers for not switching amongst electricity and gas markets
Domestic electricity and gas consumers who had not switched in the previous 12 months were asked
to rate 26 statements related to their decision not to switch. Questions related to FEA/FGA were
also asked of those recipients as is important to explore if consumer’s understanding of the method
of payment of the FEA of FGA allowance impacts their decision not to switch. Consumers with bill
arrears were also asked specific questions and are covered in subsequent sections.
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Domestic Customers Top 5 reasons for not switching suppliers

Figure 26: Domestic consumers Top 5 reasons for not switching suppliers

Amongst electricity consumers who did not switch supplier, satisfaction with the service received
and trust are the top reasons not to switch (Figure 26). 38% state that they do not believe that the
level of discount is sufficient to justify switching. Among the domestic gas customers who did not
switch supplier, there was an increase in the level of non-switchers who did not believe that the
level of discount offered is sufficient to justify switching.
SME customers top reasons for not switching suppliers

Figure 27: Top reasons for now switching amongst SME Electricity (left) and SME Gas (right) consumers
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Apart from being satisfied with their current supplier service, the main considerations for not
switching focus on a lack of conviction that the alternative would be any better than their current
supplier across both electricity and gas SME consumers (Figure 27).

Overall experience of switching process
The proportion of consumers rating the experience of switching as very easy or easy remains high (9
in 10 amongst both electricity and gas domestic consumers) and has shown improvement among
both consumers who switched their electricity or gas supplier (Figure 28).

Figure 28: Rating of the switching process among switchers of domestic electricity supplier and domestic gas
supplier (percentage rating the experience as easy or very easy)

Figure 29: Process and outcomes experienced by Domestic consumers who have switched in the domestic
electricity and gas market.
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Not only has the overall ease of switching improved across both electricity and gas domestic
markets, but satisfaction scores across all relevant areas assessed have either improved or remain
on par with 2013 findings (figure 29).

Impact of switching process amongst SME Electricity and Gas
Consumers
Similar to the domestic market, the ease of switching within the SME market also improved with the
overall rating of the ease of switching increasing to 88% amongst electricity and 95% amongst gas
SMEs, therefore the process is not a barrier. The impact of the switching process is broadly as
expected for the electricity and gas SME’s who switched. However, the exception is price, where
only 44% of electricity and 62% of gas SME customers agreed that it reduced by the amount they
expected. These figures represent significant decrease from 2013, see figure 30.

Figure 30: Impact of switching process amongst SME Electricity and Gas Consumers

Assessment of Sales Process
Protection of domestic consumers is a key role for the CER and as deregulation has occurred within
the domestic electricity market, this role is of increased importance as part of the ex post regulatory
framework. As part of the consumer protection remit, CER has defined a doorstep checklist which
was mandated for use by sales personnel to domestic electricity and gas suppliers calling to home in
connection with switching. A decision on this was published in June 2012.
Direct Sales contact from representatives of electricity and gas supplier companies is common and
central to most switching activity.

Domestic Electricity Market


47% of respondents in the domestic electricity research stated that they had been contacted
by a representative of an electricity supply company with a phone call or home visit in the
previous 12 months (46% 2013 / 56% 2012).
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61% of switchers stated that they switched during a home visit (68% 2013, 65% 2012).

Domestic Gas Market




19% of gas respondents stated that they had been contacted by a representative of a gas
supply company with a phone call or home visit in the previous 12 months 55% 2013, 58%
2012).
66% of gas domestic switchers stated that they switched during such a visit (74% 2013, 67%
2012).

From these summaries it is clear that home visits are central to the switching process.

Figure 31: Domestic customres rating of sales approach

Among those electricity consumers who had been contacted by phone or received a house call in the
last 12 months, the approach, the number of contacts, pressure, tone and offer, understanding has
shown declines from 2012 and 2013. Gas customers rated the sales approach to be similar to 2013,
but in the period from 2012 to 2013 a decline similar to that noted in the electricity market had been
observed in the gas market.
The scores have declined significantly for those electricity consumers who are 65+ years, while gas
customers aged 65+ registered an improvement in the ratings.

5. Bill Clarity
The bill is the primary communication that every consumer receives from their electricity or gas
supplier. Reported prepayment however has increased this year across both electricity (+5%) and
gas (+6%) in line with a decline on receiving and paying bills. The incidence of those on equaliser
payments has remained steady across both electricity (9%) and gas (11%).
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Figure 32: Payment methods used by domestic electricity (left) and gas (right) customers

The trend of receiving a bill by email continues across both electricity and gas, as 1 in 5 electricity
and gas customers now cite that they receive a bill via email (figure 33). This reflects a decline in the
proportion of Electric Ireland, BGE and the Airtricity customer bases receiving paper bills.

Figure 33: Method of receiving bill among domestic electricity (left) and gas (right) customers.

For those consumers who do receive bills either by post or email, their ability to interpret the bill
correctly impacts on the consumer’s ability to determine if the bill is accurate and to determine
whether competitor offers are of interest, or if price offers of their current supplier are delivered.
Therefore, to assess consumer ability to interpret the bill correctly, respondents were asked to rate
their understanding of the calculation of the bill, whether it was easy to understand the
electricity/gas charged for and whether it made it easy to understand the electricity/gas used. The
results are given for each market and for each supplier within the market.
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Rating the Bill – Domestic Electricity Market
At overall level in the domestic electricity market, consumer rating of the bill remains relatively
stable compared with 2013, however when individual electricity providers scores are examined,
Bord Gáis Energy and Airtricity appear to be improving across all billing metrics.
Within the gas domestic market, consumer rating of the bill also remains relatively stable compared
with 2013. Please note variability in Flogas scores reflect this small sample size.

Figure 34: Domestic electricity market - percentage of consumers agree with each statement related to bill
clarity (change since 2013 research shown in brackets)

Within the gas domestic market, consumer rating of the bill also remains relatively stable compared
with 2013. Please note variability in Flogas scores reflects this small sample size.

Rating the bill – Domestic Gas Market

Figure 35: Domestic gas market – Percentage of consumers agreeing with each statement related to bill
clarity (change since 2013 research shown in brackets)
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Bill Delivery amongst SME consumers
In line with the domestic findings the majority of SME’S receive their electricity bill by post with
evidence of an increase in the website/email channel across both electricity and gas (figure 36).

Figure 36: Bill Delivery amongst SME electricity (left) and gas (right) consumers

In terms of bill understanding amongst SME’s, scores were also positive and rated higher than in the
domestic market despite showing declines on 2013 scores. When looking specifically at the SME
electricity market all suppliers are rated evenly across all metrics, with the exception of Bord Gáis
Energy which falls below on ease of understanding, but performs best on ease of understanding the
calculation of the bill.. It should be noted that scores are likely to have a level of volatility due to low
base size.

Rating the bill – SME Electricity Market

Figure 37: SME electricity market – Percentage of consumers agreeing with each statement related to bill
clarity (changes since 2013 research shown in brackets)
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Within the SME gas market there is also little variation between the rating of individual suppliers on bill
metrics.

Rating the bill – SME Gas Market

Figure 38: SME gas market – Percentage of consumers agreeing with each statement related to bill clarity
(changes since 2013 research shown in brackets)

6. Complaint Handling
The CER has a statutory role in dealing with unresolved complaints from consumers about electricity
and gas supply and distribution companies. Therefore, it is appropriate within the context of this
research in the electricity and gas markets to include an assessment of the prevalence of complaints,
the experience of complaint handling and general awareness of the process for handling complaints.
It should be noted that the low rate of complaints means that insufficient responses are available to
present more detailed information about complaint handling.
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Figure 39: Proportion of respondents in each market who lodged a complaint (to any organisation) in
relation to electricity or gas supply markets in the previous 12 months

The main challenge when researching the handling of complaints is the actual definition of what is
meant by a complaint. Service organisations typically use process related definitions (i.e. a formal
complaint handling process being initiated). Consumers are likely to use a broader contextual
definition and include issues that were resolved without the service provider initiating a formal
complaint handling process. Therefore, the rates and outcomes from service provider complaint
tracking and consumer complaint research may diverge with consumer research reporting higher
rates of complaints.
In the context of this research, the consumer defines what they regard as a complaint and Figure 39
shows the proportion of respondents in each of four markets who indicated they had a complaint
within the last 12 months.
A total of 4% of domestic electricity and 7% of domestic gas respondents had complained within the
last 12 months. This compares to 9% of SME electricity and 5% of gas SME respondents having
complained within the same time period (see figure 39).
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Figure 40: Reasons for complaint Domestic electricity and gas markets and SME electricity and gas market.

Within the domestic market the most common category of complaint remains billing and payment
(57% electricity and 43% gas) – albeit the proportions have decreased since 2012 (Figure 40). ‘Other’
reasons among gas consumers mainly focus on issues relating to gas leaks, meter problems and
boiler service. A greater number of complaints were made to suppliers during the past 12 months
compared with the 2013 research (+5% electricity /+13% gas). Just 1% of gas complaints by survey
respondents (0% electricity) were made to CER.
Within the SME market, the most common category of complaint was also billing and payment
related issues across both electricity and gas. Suppliers continue to be the first port of call in terms
of reporting complaints 78% for electricity /64% for gas).
57% of electricity and 63% of gas domestic customers claim that they know how to lodge a
complaint. These numbers decline when asked if consumers were aware that complaints can be
made to the CER if the customer is unhappy with the outcomes from the suppliers complaints
process, with just 36% of electricity and 45% of gas consumers indicating that they were aware of
this (Figure 41)
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Figure 41: Knowledge of how to lodge a complaint and awareness that it is possible to lodge a complaint
with CER, among domestic electricity (left) and domestic gas (right) customers.

Within the SME market, almost 3 in 5 electricity and almost 2 in 3 gas respondents are aware that
complaints can be made to the CER (Figure 42).

Figure 42: Knowledge of how to lodge a complaint and awareness that it is possible to lodge a complaint
with CER among SME electricity (left) and SME gas (right) consumers.

7. Vulnerable Consumers
The research included a number of other topics including:

Knowledge among the general population of the facility for consumers who require
electricity to power medical equipment, who are disabled or who are elderly, to register
with electricity and gas suppliers in order to avail of enhanced service and supply
guarantees.

Vulnerable customers
CER has the statutory responsibility to ensure the protection of vulnerable consumers as part of its
broader consumer protection responsibility. In the context of the domestic electricity market,
vulnerable consumers are defined as those who are critically dependent on electricity powered
equipment, which shall include but not limited to life protecting devices, assistive technologies to
support independent living and medical equipment, or particularly vulnerable to disconnection
during winter months for reasons to advanced age or physical, sensory, intellectual or mental
health2. Vulnerable consumers must register with their electricity supplier in order to avail of the
enhanced service and supply guarantees. For instance, registration means that consumers who are
vulnerable to supply interruption have additional safe guards against de-energisation. For
consumers who have special communication requirements, suppliers and network operators must
develop appropriate methods of communications. While consumers are required to register, it is
the case that in the past some electricity suppliers have registered all FEA recipients as vulnerable on
internal systems and therefore removed the need for the consumer to initiate the registration. This
has clearly had a positive impact in terms of ensuring registration occurs, although it may have
reduced awareness of the registration opportunity amongst the general population.

2

Definition from CER supplier Handbook http://www.cer.ie/docs/000484/cer12081.pdf .
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In the context of the domestic gas market, vulnerable consumers are defined to be those who are 66
years of age or older, living alone or with another person, or living only with children under the age
of 18. As with the domestic electricity market, vulnerable consumers must register with their gas
supplier in order to avail of the enhanced service and supply guarantees.

Figure 43: Awareness of priority and vulnerable status and levels of registration among electricity and gas
domestic customers.

A minority of consumers are aware that it is possible to register as a priority consumer (Figure 43).
Awareness does increase with age across electricity and gas – but amongst respondents over 65 only
a minority of respondents were aware of the vulnerable or priority status across both services.
In conclusion, there remains a low level of awareness among consumers of the opportunity to
register vulnerable consumers, which is also true among categories of consumers most likely to be
deemed vulnerable. This requires addressing through communication and education.

8. Prepayment
Interest in prepayment options
Prepayment, as the general payment option, is familiar to most consumers through its use in the
mobile phone market. Within the Republic of Ireland, prepayment in the domestic electricity market
has been available to consumers in the form of token and keypad meters which are being used as an
alternative payment method for consumers with debt issues. Over the last three years, CER has
worked with both gas and electricity suppliers to increase the availability of prepayment meters.
Since 2011 Prepaypower, an electricity supply business targeting the domestics electricity market,
has offered prepayment using standard meters and Pinergy entered the market in 2013.
This research sought to assess;

Whether prepayment as a concept was of interest to domestic electricity and gas consumers
and to determine which of the potential benefits of prepayment are of most appeal to
consumers.
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The experience of domestic electricity and gas consumers who currently use prepayment in
comparison to their experience of post-pay metering, as well as the rating of actual benefits
experienced throughout their use of prepayment.

Figure 44: Interest in prepayment meters among consumers not currently using prepayment meters in the
domestic electricity and gas markets.

A total of 14% of electricity and 12% of gas customers (not on prepayment) stated some level of
interest in prepayment meters – a decline on 2013 (however note some of last year’s enthusiasts
will already have switched since this option has become available). Among consumers with a
moderate to high level of interest in prepayment, all benefits proposed (e.g. control of bill, one less
bill, no estimated bills) were seen as potential benefits by most electricity and gas consumers.
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9. APPENDIX
Pg No.
Figure 2: Number of respondents in the four market surveys

10

Figure 2: Overall satisfaction with Domestic electricity (left) and gas (right) suppliers

11

Figure 3: Satisfaction amongst domestic consumers with the service provided by
current supplier of electricity (left) and gas (right)

11

Figure 4: Satisfaction amongst SME business customers with the service provided by current
supplier of electricity (left) and gas (right).

12

Figure 5: Satisfaction amongst SME business customers with the service provided by current
supplier of electricity (left) and gas (right).

12

Figure 6: Prevalence of dual fuel among domestic customers with both gas and electricity suppliers

13

Figure 7: Rating of potential factors which influence decision to use a single supplier for domestic
electricity and gas.

13

Figure 8: Rating of potential factors which influence the decision to use two suppliers for domestic
electricity and gas.

14

Figure 9: SME ratings of factors in the decision to use a single supplier for dual fuel.

15

Figure 10: SME ratings of factors in the decision in having two separate suppliers for electricity and
gas.

15

Figure 11: Domestic payment history and arrears – domestic electricity (left) and domestic gas
markets (right).

16

Figure 12: SME payment history and arrears SME electricity (left) and SME gas customers (right)

17

Figure 13: Unprompted recall of suppliers in the domestic electricity (left) and domestic gas (right)
markets

18

Figure 14: Awareness of competitors amongst the SME Electricity (left) and SME gas (right)
consumers

18

Figure 15: Satisfaction with existence and level of competition and if competition has improved
service received within the domestic electricity (left) and gas domestic (right) market.

19

Figure 16: Satisfaction with aspects of competition within SME electricity (left) and gas (right)
markets.

19

Figure 17: Estimates of unit cost and supply charge by electricity (left) and gas (right) customers

20

Figure 18: Information received in reference to price changes amongst electricity and gas domestic
customers.

21

Figure 19: Domestic customers perceived ability to understanding electricity and gas offers
available from suppliers.

21

Figure 20: SME customers perceived ability to compare offers available amongst SME customers.

22
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Figure 21: Domestic customers perceived ability to compare offers available from electricity and
gas suppliers
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Figure 22: SMEs Perceived ability to compare offers available from electricity and gas suppliers

23

Figure 23: Reported switching rate in domestic electricity and gas supplier over the previous 12
months.

24

Figure 24: Top 6 reasons for switching Domestic supplier

24

Figure 25: SMEs Top 5 reasons for switching suppliers
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Figure 26: Domestic consumers Top 5 reasons for not switching suppliers
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Figure 27: Top reasons for now switching amongst SME Electricity (left) and SME Gas (right)
consumers

26

Figure 28: Rating of the switching process among switchers of domestic electricity supplier and
domestic gas supplier (percentage rating the experience as easy or very easy)

27

Figure 29: Process and outcomes experienced by Domestic consumers who have switched in the
domestic

27

Figure 30: Impact of switching process amongst SME Electricity and Gas Consumers

28

Figure 31: Domestic customers rating of sales approach

29

Figure 32: Payment methods used by domestic electricity (left) and gas (right) customers

30

Figure 33: Method of receiving bill among domestic electricity (left) and gas (right) customers.

30

Figure 34: Domestic electricity market - percentage of consumers agree with each statement
related to bill clarity (change since 2013 research shown in brackets)

31

Figure 35: Domestic gas market – Percentage of consumers agreeing with each statement related
to bill clarity (change since 2013 research shown in brackets)

31

Figure 36: Bill Delivery amongst SME electricity (left) and gas (right) consumers

32

Figure 37: SME electricity market – Percentage of consumers agreeing with each statement
related to bill clarity (changes since 2013 research shown in brackets)

32

Figure 38: SME gas market – Percentage of consumers agreeing with each statement related to bill
clarity (changes since 2013 research shown in brackets)

33

Figure 39: Proportion of respondents in each market who lodged a complaint (to any organisation)
in relation to electricity or gas supply markets in the previous 12 months

34

Figure 40: Reasons for complaint Domestic electricity and gas markets and SME electricity and gas
market.

35

Figure 41: Knowledge of how to lodge a complaint and awareness that it is possible to lodge a
complaint with CER, among domestic electricity (left) and domestic gas (right) customers.
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Figure 42: Knowledge of how to lodge a complaint and awareness that it is possible to lodge a
complaint with CER among SME electricity (left) and SME gas (right) consumers.

36

Figure 43: Awareness of priority and vulnerable status and levels of registration among electricity
and gas domestic customers.

37

Figure 44: Interest in prepayment meters among consumers not currently using prepayment
meters in the domestic electricity and gas markets.
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