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Five consumer survey reports form the basis for the charts and data in this document. These were annual 
national surveys of 1,000+ people, with a focus on the respondents with household incomes below $50,000. 
The surveys were conducted by Russell Research. The complete consumer survey results were reported from 
2014 to 2018 to members of the Low Income Energy Issues Forum (LIEIF).  

These reports include: 

• The Paradox of Poverty and Prosperity in a Growing Economy: The Increasing Energy Burden Faced by 
Low Income Customers in the Utility Sector (Consumer Survey Report 34, October 2018) Washington, 
DC: Distributed Energy Financial Group LLC (available on request)

• The Long Struggle Continues: Improving Service to Low-Income Customers in the Utility Sector
(Consumer Survey Report 31, February 2018) Washington, DC: Distributed Energy Financial Group LLC
(available on request)

• The Best Service for Utility Customers with the Least (Consumer Survey Report 27, January 2017)
Washington, DC: Distributed Energy Financial Group LLC http://defgllc.com/publication/the-best-
service-for-utility-customers-with-the-least/

• The Nut Within The Nut: Focusing on Truly Vulnerable Energy Consumers (Consumer Survey Report 23,
February 2016) Washington, DC: Distributed Energy Financial Group LLC
http://defgllc.com/publication/focusing-on-truly-vulnerable-energy-consumers/

• New Vision Required to Better Serve Low Income Customers in Utility Sector (Consumer Survey Report
20, January 2015) Washington, DC: Distributed Energy Financial Group LLC
http://defgllc.com/publication/new-vision-required-to-better-serve-low-income-customers-in-utility-
sector/

SOURCE MATERIALS / CONTEXT 
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The Russell Omnibus was conducted via the internet among 1,011 adults 18 years of age or older 
from September 14 - 17, 2018. Figures for gender, age, and geography were weighted where 
necessary to match their actual proportions in the population. The bases shown in this report are 
the unweighted bases. 

- The 1,011 omnibus respondents yielded 460 respondents with household incomes of less than $50k 
who completed the survey. 

- An additional 140 boost interviewers were conducted among respondents with household incomes 
of less than $50k to bring the total sample size up to 600.* 

An invitation to participate in the study was sent by e-mail to panel members who have agreed 
to be contacted by Russell Research and interviewed over the Internet. 

- Participating respondents were interviewed on-line at a secure Russell Research URL programmed 
for this study. 

- Sample was provided to Russell Research from a leading sample provider.  

All research was carried out in compliance with all relevant legal and ethical requirements within 
the market and in compliance with ISO 20252:2012. 

* This slide provides the data relevant to the 2018 survey. In the surveys conducted from 2014 
through 2017, the number of respondents differs. 

METHODOLOGY 
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The statistical significance of a result in this survey is the probability that the observed relationship (e.g., between 
variables) or difference (e.g., between means) in a sample occurred by pure chance, and that in the population from 
which the sample was drawn, no such relationship or differences exist. Using less technical terms, one could say that 
the statistical significance of a result tells us something about the degree to which the result is "true". More 
technically, the value of the p-value represents a decreasing index of the reliability of a result. The higher the p-
value, the less we can believe that the observed relation between variables in the sample is a reliable indicator of 
the relation between the respective variables in the population. Specifically, the p-value represents the probability 
of error that is involved in accepting our observed result as valid, that is, as "representative of the population." For 
example, a p-value of .05 (i.e.,1/20) indicates that there is a 5% probability that the relation between the variables 
found in our sample is a "fluke.“ 

The following statistical notation is used throughout the report: 

 =    Indicates figure is significantly higher than other cell at a 95% confidence level (i.e. p-value of .05 or less). 

In theory, with probability samples of this size, one could say with 95 percent certainty that the results have a 
statistical precision of plus or minus 4.0 percentage points of what they would be if the entire adult population had 
been polled with complete accuracy. Unfortunately, there are several other possible sources of error in all polls or 
surveys that are probably more serious than theoretical calculations of sampling error. They include refusals to be 
interviewed (non-response), question wording and question order, and weighting. It is impossible to quantify the 
errors that may result from these factors. This online survey is not a probability sample. 
 

STATISTICAL ANALYSIS 
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BACKGROUND 
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There is deep and growing insecurity in many low income communities. For the poorest 
Americans (under $25,000 in annual household income), it is a constant struggle to find 
enough money to pay the bills. Anything a utility can do to provide more certainty about 
utility bills, reduce utility bills, or help families obtain financial assistance to help pay their 
utility bills, would be appreciated.  

In September 2018, the US Census Bureau reported that median household income was 
$61,372 in 2017. There is a great deal of variation in the median income levels (shown at 
right) depending on the type  
of household. There are many  
other differences relating to  
demographics. 

INCOME 

In five surveys, from 2014 
through 2018, DEFG 
collected information from 
families with annual 
household incomes below 
$50,000 on a range of 
issues relating to utility 
bills,  utility services, and 
energy assistance.  
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U.S. Census Bureau, Table 1: "Income and Earnings Summary Measures by 
Selected Characteristics: 2016 and 2017" September 2018 
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INCOME DISPERSION BY PERCENTILE 
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U.S. Census Bureau data show that inflation-adjusted household income has grown for 
the lower half of earners by 20% to 31% over the past 48 years.  
 
Income of the poorest 10% of households rose from about $10,100 to about $13,300 from 
1967 to 2015. Likewise, the poorest 20% of households has seen income rise from about 
$18,600 to $22,800 over this extended period. 

Percentile 48 year ↑ 
95th 82% 
90th 74% 
80th 59% 
60th 40% 
50th 27% 
40th 20% 
20th 22% 
10th 31% 

(inflation-adjusted 48-year growth) 



7 

TROUBLE PAYING UTILITY BILLS 

Even in a robust U.S. economy, an increasing number 
of low-income households report difficulty paying 
utility bills. In a 2018 consumer survey, 47% of 
respondents indicated problems paying utility bills 
either frequently (11%) or sometimes (36%).  

This level is higher than in four prior surveys using the 
same question. These surveys includes respondents 
with an annual household income below $50,000 from 
across the United States. 

 

 

 

 
Note: In five surveys, from 2014 through 2018, DEFG 
collected information from families with annual household 
incomes below $50,000 on a range of issues relating to 
utility bills,  utility services, and energy assistance. See slides 
1-3 for the citations, methodology, and statistical details. 
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Q. A1: Do you have trouble paying your electric or heating bills? (Check one answer: 
Yes, frequently; Yes, sometimes; No, never; Don’t know / No opinion) 
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Don't know / no 
opinion 

Never have trouble 
paying electric or 
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Sometimes 
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TROUBLE PAYING ELECTRIC AND HEATING BILLS (2018) 

47 

Taken Action Past 2 Years to 
Save Money on Utility Bills 

Applied for Energy Bill 
Assistance In Past 2 Years 

51 

43 

70 

39 

Seven in ten of respondents in 2018, who applied for energy assistance during the past two years, reported difficulty paying utility 
bills either frequently (17%) or sometimes (53%). Those who “had taken action in the past two years to save money” did not appear 
to have a statistically-significant difference in “trouble paying” versus those who did not claim to have taken action. 
Base: Total Respondents with HH Income Less than $50,000.  Q. A1: Do you have trouble paying your electric and heating bills? 
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WHEN DO ELECTRIC OR HEATING BILLS SEEM LIKE A GREAT BURDEN? 
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When do bills seem like a great burden? 
The reasons selected included: 

• When bills are high in certain 
seasons 

• When I’m short on cash (particularly 
true for people who claimed they 
had trouble paying: 25% vs. 7%) 

• When I am surprised by a bill 
(particularly true for people who 
claimed to have taken action to save 
money: 20% vs. 10%) 

• When bills just keep growing 

Relatively large numbers of 
respondents had no opinion or did not 
know, especially if they had responded 
“no” to the three other questions 
(“trouble paying”; “taken action”; or 
“applied for bill assistance”) 

Trouble Paying 
Electric or 

Heating Bills 

Taken Action 
Past 2 Years to 
Save Money on 

Utility Bills 

Applied for 
Energy Bill 

Assistance in 
Past 2 Years 

Total Yes No Yes No Yes No 
Total Respondents with HH 

Income Less than $50,000 (600) (274) (300)  (324)  (236)  (144)  (431)  

% % % % % % % 

When the bill is high in certain 
seasons 33  35  32  37  32  40  32  

When I am short on cash to pay 
the bill 15  25  7  13  19  20  14  

When I am surprised by the size 
of a bill 15  12  18  20  10  16  15  

When my bills just keep growing 13  16  11  12  13  9  15  
When I have other bills to pay 
first 7  9  6  7  8  8  7  

When I don't understand what I 
am paying for 2  0  3  1  2  1  2  

Don't know/no opinion 14  1  23  10  16  6  15  

Q. A2: From your perspective, when do your electric or heating bills seem like a great burden?  
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ADDITIONAL FINDINGS: TROUBLES AND BURDENS WITH UTILITY BILLS 
Nearly half of the adults with a household income under $50,000 have trouble paying their electric or heating bills at least sometimes. Significantly more 
younger adults, lower income adults (household income under $25,000), and renters fall into this category. Utility bills are most likely to be considered a 
burden when they increase in certain seasons. More than half of these lower income families have taken some type of action in the past two years to help 
them save money on their electric/heating bills (i.e. using energy efficient appliances or light bulbs, adding insulation, installing a new thermostat, or 
participating in energy efficiency programs), however only 24% have actually applied for some type of energy bill assistance. 

• 50% of younger adults (those age 18-54) with household incomes of less than $50K have trouble paying their electric bills at least some of the time 
(compared to 38% of those 55 or older). In addition those in households with less than $25K (53%) and renters (54%) are significantly more likely than 
other consumers (44% and 37% respectively) to sometimes have trouble paying their electric bills. 

• Those who have applied for energy bill assistance in the past two years are also significantly more likely than other adults to have trouble paying their 
electric bills (70% of energy bill assistance applicants vs. 39% who haven’t applied). 

• One third of these lower income adults indicated that their electric or heating bills seem like a great burden when their bills are high in certain seasons. 
This was the consensus across the various demographic groups evaluated. At much lower levels (13-15%) they also mentioned that their utility bills are 
burdensome when they are short on cash, are surprised by the size of the bill, or when their bills just keep growing. 

• Those most likely to have taken some type of money saving action during the past two years as it relates to their energy bills were those with higher 
incomes (57% of those with household income of $25K-49K vs. 46% of those with household incomes lower than $25k) and those who have applied for 
energy bill assistance in the past two years (68% vs. 48%). 

• Adults most likely to have applied for energy bill assistance in the past two years have had trouble paying their electric bills (36% vs. 13% who haven’t 
had trouble), or they have taken money saving actions in the past two years (31 vs. 18% of those who haven’t taken any action). 

(Some of these details are provided in the full 2018 report which is available on request.) 

© 2019 Distributed Energy Financial Group LLC    │    Utility Customer Research Consortium 
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USING THE CONSUMER SURVEY TO THINK ABOUT  
SOLUTIONS TO ENERGY ASSISTANCE 
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CAN CONSUMER SURVEY RESULTS HELP IDENTIFY SOLUTIONS? 

Possible Solutions Framed as a Question Customer Survey Topics / Questions 
Do we have a good understanding of customer pride and 
shame? 

Ask about the need for education and awareness (i.e., drivers of 
these feelings may be influenced by information) 

Is it possible to make applications, approvals, and payments 
fast and simple? 

Ask about one-stop enrollment / intake 
Ask about convenience and administrative hassles 
Ask about fees, bills, and payments 

What new tools would help customers? Ask about new programs, services, offerings, pricing 
Ask about practical solutions relating to energy affordability 

How would we integrate programs to move toward 
seamless intake applications across many programs? 

Ask about one-stop enrollment / intake 
Ask about program integration 

How might data analytics be leveraged to point to 
solutions? 

Ask about willingness to share data and/or use new tools 

What’s the best design for the local agency portal? Ask about willingness to share data and/or use new tools 
Ask about the experiences with agencies 

© 2019 Distributed Energy Financial Group LLC    │    Utility Customer Research Consortium 
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ENERGY ASSISTANCE APPLICATIONS AND  
WHERE PEOPLE APPLIED 
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HAVE YOU APPLIED FOR ENERGY ASSISTANCE IN PAST TWO YEARS? 
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One in four respondents have recently applied for energy assistance. Adults most likely to have applied for energy bill 
assistance in the past two years are younger (26% of those age 18-54 vs. 18% of those age 55+), have household incomes 
under $25K (31% vs. 20% of those with household incomes of $25K-$49K), and are renters (29% vs. 17% of homeowners). 
Base: Total Respondents with HH Income Less than $50,000. Q. A4: Have you applied for energy assistance to help pay your utility bills during the past two years? 

Next Chart 



15 

TRENDS IN APPLYING FOR ENERGY ASSISTANCE 

Over the past four years, the adults most likely to 
have “applied for energy bill assistance in the past 
two years” indicate a steady increase among the 
household incomes in the $25K to $50K range 
(increasing from 10% to 20%). 
 
Among the poorest Americans (household income 
under $25,000), adults most likely to have “applied 
for energy bill assistance in the past two years” has 
ranged from 25% to 31% over the past four years. 
 
 
 
 
Source: Consumer Survey Reports No. 34, Q4 in 2018; No. 31, 
Q11 in 2017; No. 27, Q10 in 2016; and No. 23, Q5 in 2015.  
 
(An earlier survey in 2014 used a different wording for this 
question and is not comparable.) 
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Those who have applied for energy bill assistance in the past two years claim to have 
most frequently applied directly to their local utility for help (46%). With somewhat 
less frequency they also applied to a social service or community action agency or to a 
government agency (30% mentions each). A small group also applied for help through a 
church or other type of charitable organization (17%). 
 
Consumers were relatively satisfied with their experience of applying for assistance at 
these various organizations (with 64% giving a top-3-box rating out of ten to social 
service or community action agencies, followed by 50% for churches/charitable 
organizations and electric/natural gas utilities). They were not as satisfied with their 
experiences in dealing with government agencies (36%).  
 
As a point of reference, in other industries, a good customer experience score would 
be 80% of respondents giving a top-3-box score. There are lessons to be learned from 
what local agencies are doing as compared to the other providers. 
 
(Please note the relatively small number of consumers who were asked to rate each of 
these organizations.) 
 
 

ENERGY ASSISTANCE AND WHERE PEOPLE APPLIED 

© 2019 Distributed Energy Financial Group LLC    │    Utility Customer Research Consortium 
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WHERE DID YOU APPLY FOR ENERGY ASSISTANCE? 

Gender Age HH Income Home 
Ownership 

Total Male Female 18-54 55+ 
Under 
$25K 

$25K to 
$49K Own Rent 

Total Respondents with HH 
Income Less than $50,000 
Who Have Applied For 
Energy Assistance 

(144)  (51)  (93)  (108)  (36*)  (73)  (71)  (39*)  (94)  

% % %  %  %  %  %  %  %  

An electric or natural gas utility 46  41  49  49  33  35  57  42  48  
A social service or community 
action agency 30  22  35  28  40  41  20  29  29  

A government agency 30  38  25  30  28  34  26  41  24  
A church or other charitable 
organization 17  27  11  18  14  13  20  15  19  

Other 1  -  1  1  -  2  -  -  1  

Caution: Small base.  
Q. A5: Where did you apply for energy assistance during the past two years? 
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HOW WOULD YOU RATE YOUR EXPERIENCE? 
(TOP 3 BOX: RATED 8, 9, OR 10 ON 10-POINT SCALE) 

Caution: Small base. Base: Total Respondents with HH Income Less than $50,000 who Applied for Energy Assistance at Indicated Channel.   
Q. A6-9: How would you rate your experience as a customer when you contacted the social service or community action agency; church or other 
charitable organization; electric or natural gas utility; or government agency?  
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REASONS FOR NOT APPLYING FOR ENERGY ASSISTANCE;  
SUGGESTIONS FOR SOMEONE WHO NEEDS ASSISTANCE 
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Among those who haven’t applied for assistance the most common reasons are that they 
are not eligible or do not need help paying their utility bills. There was also a group of 
adults who are either not aware of assistance programs or don’t know how to get help. 

• Overall, approximately one in four say they are either not eligible (28%) or do not 
qualify (25%). Both mentioned significantly more often by older adults (40% of those 
55+ say they are not eligible vs. 22% age 18-54; and 35% vs. 22% say they do not 
need help).  

• Those with somewhat higher incomes are significantly more likely to say they do not 
need help (31% with HH of $25K-$49K vs. 18% of those with less than $25K).  

• Homeowners are significantly more likely to say they are not eligible (36% vs. 19% of 
renters).  

• Nearly one fourth are not aware of these types of programs, with significantly higher 
mentions among younger adults (27% of those 18-54 are not aware vs. 11% of those 
55+). 

• Additionally 16% said they don’t know how to get help. This was mentioned 
significantly more often by the younger adults (18% among those under 55 vs. 10% 
of those 55 or older) and renters (21% vs. 9% of homeowners). 

 
 

REASONS FOR NOT APPLYING FOR ENERGY ASSISTANCE 

© 2019 Distributed Energy Financial Group LLC    │    Utility Customer Research Consortium 
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REASONS FOR NOT APPLYING FOR ENERGY ASSISTANCE 
IN PAST TWO YEARS 

Gender Age 
HH Income Home 

Ownership 

Total Male Female 18-54 55+ 
Under 
$25K 

$25K to 
$49K Own Rent 

Total Respondents with HH 
Income Less than $50,000 
Who Have Not Applied For 
Energy Assistance 

(456)  (183)  (273)  (296)  (160)  (157)  (299)  (194)  (224)  

% % %  %  %  %  %  %  %  

I am not eligible/ I do not qualify 28  25  29  22  40  22  30  38  19  
I do not need help paying utility 
bills 26  28  25  22  35  18  31  29  26  

I am not aware of any program 22  26  20  27  11  23  22  20  24  
I do not know how to get help 16  15  16  18  10  19  14  9  21  
The process is too confusing 8  9  8  9  6  12  6  5  11  
I do not have the time to apply 5  4  6  6  4  4  6  4  6  
Don't know/no opinion 11  9  12  11  9  18  6  8  9  

Q. A10: Why haven’t you applied for energy assistance to help pay your utility bills during the past two years? 



22 

REASONS FOR NOT APPLYING FOR ENERGY ASSISTANCE 
IN PAST TWO YEARS (CONTINUED)  

Trouble Paying 
Electric or Heating 

Bills 

Taken Action Past 2 
Years to Save Money 

on Utility Bills 
Total Yes No Yes No 

Total Respondents with HH Income 
Less than $50,000 Who Have Not 
Applied For Energy Assistance 

(456) (174) (260)  (223)  (196)  

% % % % % 

I am not eligible/I do not qualify 28  31  25  31  26  

I do not need help paying utility bills 26  5  43  27  27  

I am not aware of any program 22  28  19  24  20  

I do not know how to get help 16  23  10  16  15  

The process is too confusing 8  12  6  8  7  

I do not have the time to apply 5  9  2  6  6  

Don't know/no opinion 11  8  9  6  12  

© 2019 Distributed Energy Financial Group LLC    │    Utility Customer Research Consortium 

Adults who have trouble paying their 
electric bills (and would be the most 
in need of assistance) are significantly 
more likely to say (as compared to 
adults who are able to pay their bills): 

• They are not aware of any 
programs (28% vs. 19%) 

• They don’t know how to get help 
(23% vs. 10%) 

• They find the process too 
confusing (12% vs. 6%) 

• They don’t have time to apply (9% 
vs. 2%). 

Q. A10: Why haven’t you applied for energy assistance to help pay your utility bills during the 
past two years? 
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When asked what they would suggest 
to someone who may need help in 
paying their utility bills, approximately 
half the respondents said (in open-
ended responses) that a person 
should seek help.  

Specifically they said to ask for help / 
don’t be ashamed to ask (16%), ask 
the utility company for assistance 
(12%), research different ways you 
could get help (10%), and contact 
various government programs or 
organizations (5%). 

Additional suggestions would be to 
gather information (15%), conserve 
energy – for example by turning off 
devices not being used (13%), and 
better money management (8%). 

SUGGESTIONS FOR SOMEONE WHO NEEDS ASSISTANCE 

Major Mentions of 5% or Higher Total 
Total Respondents with HH Income Less than $50,000 (600) 

% 
Seek Help/Assistance (net) 52  
Apply/ask for help/assistance/don't be ashamed to ask 
for help (unspecified) 16  

Ask utility company for assistance/payment programs 12  
Research/look for/find 
help/assistance/programs/organizations that help 10  

Contact local/state/federal government/apply for 
assistance through government programs 5  

Ask your church/local church organization 3  
Gather Information (net) 15  
Research/look for/find 
help/assistance/programs/organizations that help 10  

Make sure you have all the proper paperwork and 
documentation ready when you apply for help 2  

Conserve Energy (net) 13  
Turn off/unplug appliances/devices when not in use/cut 
down on usage 3  

Money Management (net) 8  
Budget your money/save money/prioritize spending 6  
Q. A11: Whether or not you have ever applied for energy assistance to help 
pay your utility bills, what suggestions would you make to someone who may 
need the help in paying their utility bills? (Open ended.) 
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TAKEAWAYS 

We asked a question related to customer pride and shame: 
 
• Do we have a good understanding of customer pride and shame?  

 
The consumer surveys reveal: 
 
• In open-ended answers, respondents stated that if you need assistance, you should 

“ask for help” and “don’t be ashamed to ask” (16% or respondents). Many people 
understand that shame is a barrier 

• A significant percentage of households in the lower income levels do not believe 
they would qualify (22% of those earning less than $25K).  

 
The consumer surveys point to possible solutions: 
 
• There is an ongoing need for education and awareness. 
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EASE OF ENROLLMENT 
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The majority of lower-income adults (87%) would be interested in a tool that made it 
easy to enroll in all energy assistance programs and energy efficiency programs for 
which they were qualified. 

Those most interested in this type of tool (next two slides): 

• Have somewhat higher incomes (89% of those with HH incomes of $25K-$49K vs. 
82% of those with less than $25K) 

• Have trouble paying utility bills (94% vs. 81% no trouble) 

• Have taken action in past two years to save money on utility bills (94% vs. 80% of 
those who have not taken action) 

• Have applied for energy bill assistance in the past two years (94% vs. 86% of those 
who haven’t applied) 

In 2016, we asked an even more complex question about a tool that would assess 
eligibility, tie potential dollars available or saved, and help enroll them in multiple 
programs at once (third slide after this one). There was great interest shown in that as 
well (even though the question may have been too complex!). Not surprisingly, 
younger people showed more interest (80% very or somewhat interested for 
respondents 18-54 years old vs. 64% of those 55+ years). 
 

EASE OF ENROLLMENT 

© 2019 Distributed Energy Financial Group LLC    │    Utility Customer Research Consortium 
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INTEREST IN EASE OF ENROLLMENT IN ENERGY ASSISTANCE  
AND ENERGY EFFICIENCY PROGRAMS 

84 
88 88 84 82 

89 
85 

89 87 

Base: Total Respondents with HH Income Less than $50,000.  Q. A14: How interested would you be in a tool that made it easy to enroll in all energy 
assistance programs and all energy efficiency programs for which you are eligible, all at one time?  



28 

INTEREST IN EASE OF ENROLLMENT IN ENERGY ASSISTANCE  
AND ENERGY EFFICIENCY PROGRAMS (CONTINUED) 
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Base: Total Respondents with HH Income Less than $50,000.  Q. A14: How interested would you be in a tool that made it easy to enroll in all energy 
assistance programs and all energy efficiency programs for which you are eligible, all at one time?  
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LEVEL OF INTEREST IN A TOOL TO QUICKLY ASSESS ELIGIBILITY FOR  
ENERGY ASSISTANCE OR ENERGY MANAGEMENT PROGRAMS (2016) 
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Base: Total Respondents with HH Income Less than $50,000 
Q. A14: How interested would you be in a tool that quickly assesses your eligibility for all energy bill assistance or energy management programs, 
and then combine all the available dollars connected to those programs, and make it easy to enroll in multiple programs at the same time?  
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TAKEAWAYS 

We asked two questions related to programs and processes that would improve the 
customer experience: 
 
• Is it possible to make applications, approvals, and payments fast and simple?  
• How would we integrate programs to move toward seamless intake applications 

across many programs? 
 
The consumer surveys point to possible solutions: 
 
• There is great interest in a tool that made it easy to enroll in all income-eligible 

energy assistance programs and energy efficiency programs at one time 
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PROGRAMS AND PRICING 
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Programs 

When shown a list of possible new programs that might be offered to help low-income 
customers and asked to select the one they thought was the best idea, these adults 
were most likely to choose the flat bill that allows the same guaranteed monthly bill 
payment (40%).  

The second most often chosen one was the rewards-based program to save energy and 
lower your bill (17%).  

They were less interested in incentives to use less when everyone is using a lot of 
power (11%) and a savings account to serve as a rainy day fund to help with utility bills 
(10%). 

They were even less interested in credits on their bill for solar energy built in their 
neighborhood (6%) or for daily information about yesterday’s cost to power their home 
or apartment (2%). 

PROGRAMS PRICING 
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BEST LOW INCOME ENERGY ASSISTANCE PROGRAM OR IDEA 
Gender Age HH Income Home Ownership 

Total Male Female 18-54 55+ 
Under 
$25K 

$25K to 
$49K Own Rent 

Total Respondents with HH Income 
Less than $50,000 (600) (234) (366) (404) (196) (230)  (370)  (233)  (318)  

% % %  %  %  %  %  %  %  

A flat monthly utility bill with the same 
guaranteed monthly cost 40  39  41  40  40  39  41  42  39  

A rewards based program to save 
energy and lower utility bills 17  16  18  18  15  16  18  16  19  

An incentive to use less when 
everyone is using a lot of power 11  13  10  11  12  8  13  11  12  

A savings account to serve as a rainy 
day fund to help with utility bills 10  12  10  11  8  7  12  13  9  

A credit on the utility bill for solar 
energy built in their neighborhood 6  7  5  6  4  7  6  5  6  

Daily information about yesterday's 
cost to power their home or apartment 2  2  2  3  1  4  1  1  3  

Don't know/no opinion 13  11  14  10  19  19  9  11  12  

Q. A12: If your electric utility were planning to offer a new program to help low income customers, which of the following would you consider the best 
idea? 
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BEST LOW INCOME ENERGY ASSISTANCE PROGRAM OR IDEA (CONT’D.) 

Trouble Paying 
Electric or Heating 

Bills 

Taken Action Past 2 
Years to Save 

Money on Utility 
Bills 

Applied for Energy 
Bill Assistance in 

Past 2 Years 
Total Yes No Yes No Yes No 

Total Respondents with HH Income 
Less than $50,000 (600) (274) (300)  (324)  (236)  (144)  (431)  

% % % % % % % 

A flat monthly utility bill with the same 
guaranteed monthly cost 40  46  34  44  39  43  40  

A rewards based program to save 
energy and lower utility bills 17  13  22  19  16  19  18  

An incentive to use less when everyone 
is using a lot of power 11  11  12  11  12  10  11  

A savings account to serve as a rainy 
day fund to help with utility bills 10  11  10  9  13  8  12  

A credit on the utility bill for solar energy 
built in their neighborhood 6  5  7  8  4  8  5  

Daily information about yesterday's cost 
to power their home or apartment 2  3  2  2  1  3  2  

Don't know/no opinion 13  11  13  8  15  9  12  

© 2019 Distributed Energy Financial Group LLC    │    Utility Customer Research Consortium 

Q. A12: If your electric utility were planning to offer a new program to help low income customers, which of the following would you consider the 
best idea? 
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Pricing 

When asked to choose what they considered the two most useful pricing options that a 
utility company could offer these low income adults were most likely to select fixed-
cost pricing with no adjustment or true up (40%). 

Their second choice was for conservation pricing with a lower rate when using smaller 
amounts of electricity (35%). 

Next, they expressed interest in time-of-use pricing with a lower rate during certain 
times of the day (26%) and “the same pricing I have always received from my utility” 
(14%). 

The least useful to them are pricing for solar power installed in their home (14%), 
green pricing to purchase renewable energy (12%), and community solar pricing (12%). 

PROGRAMS AND PRICING 
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TWO MOST USEFUL PRICING OPTIONS 

47 

Gender Age HH Income Home Ownership 

Total Male Female 18-54 55+ 
Under 
$25K 

$25K to 
$49K Own Rent 

Total Respondents with HH Income Less 
than $50,000 (600) (234) (366) (404) (196) (230)  (370)  (233)  (318)  

% % %  %  %  %  %  %  %  

Fixed-cost pricing with no adjustment or 
true up (a guaranteed rate for 12 months) 40  40  40  39  42  39  40  41  40  

Conservation pricing with a lower rate when 
I use smaller amounts of electricity 35  32  37  33  40  32  37  35  37  

Time-of-use pricing with a lower rate during 
certain times of the day 29  27  30  28  30  25  31  30  28  

The same pricing I have always received 
from my utility 26  27  25  26  26  26  26  24  27  

Pricing for solar power installed at my 
home, or on my apartment building, to buy 
and/or sell back power 

14  18  11  16  8  14  14  13  15  

Green pricing to purchase renewable 
energy (wind or solar) 12  14  11  15  6  11  13  12  13  

Community solar pricing that I would be 
eligible to subscribe to 12  15  10  12  11  12  12  15  11  

Don’t know/no opinion 16 13 18 15 19 21 13 15 15 

Q. A13: Some electric utilities provide pricing options for electric service. Which of the following would be the most useful for you? 
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TWO MOST USEFUL PRICING OPTIONS (CONTINUED) 
Trouble Paying 

Electric or Heating 
Bills 

Taken Action Past 2 
Years to Save Money 

on Utility Bills 

Applied for Energy Bill 
Assistance in Past 2 

Years 
Total Yes No Yes No Yes No 

Total Respondents with HH Income Less 
than $50,000 (600) (274) (300)  (324)  (236)  (144)  (431)  

% % % % % % % 

Fixed-cost pricing with no adjustment or true up 
(a guaranteed rate for 12 months) 40  46  34  39  42  40  40  

Conservation pricing with a lower rate when I 
use smaller amounts of electricity 35  41  31  43  29  40  34  

Time-of-use pricing with a lower rate during 
certain times of the day 29  28  31  32  26  28  30  

The same pricing I have always received from 
my utility 26  21  31  26  28  24  27  

Pricing for solar power installed at my home, or 
on my apartment building, to buy and/or sell 
back power 

14  12  17  15  13  16  14  

Green pricing to purchase renewable energy 
(wind or solar) 12  11  15  14  10  11  13  

Community solar pricing that I would be eligible 
to subscribe to 12  15  10  16  7  20  10  

Don’t know/no opinion 16 14  16  8  23  10  16  

© 2019 Distributed Energy Financial Group LLC    │    Utility Customer Research Consortium 

Q. A13: Some electric utilities provide pricing options for electric service. Which of the following would be the most useful for you?  
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TAKEAWAYS 

We asked a question related to new tools for customers. 
 
• What new tools would help customers?  

 
Programs and pricing are essential tools—they directly affect the cost of energy 
services for customers, and therefore the customers’ ability to pay. 
 
The consumer surveys point to possible solutions: 
 
• Customers prefer stable pricing. Customers understand energy pricing in terms of a 

cost per unit of the commodity. (They have been billed that way for decades.) They 
prefer that a utility manage changes in the underlying commodity market. “No 
adjustment or true up” refers to fuel cost adjustments / fuel factors. 

• Customers prefer stable, easy to understand bills. Flat bills with guaranteed monthly 
payments would give customers certainty and predictability. A premium would need 
to cover the uncertainty of use, but customers—including low income customers—
may well value that cost enough to pay it. 
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PRACTICAL AND USEFUL OPTIONS 
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Practical and useful options if someone you knew was having trouble paying utility 
bills 

When asked for the two most practical and useful options an energy utility could offer 
to someone that was having trouble paying their bills these low income adults most 
often mentioned level bill payments / budget billing (30%), smaller more frequent 
payments without incurring extra fees (26%), providing information about energy 
assistance and social service agencies (24%), providing programs to reduce usage 
(23%), provide expended payments (21%), provide easier payment methods (20%), and 
forgive old debt (19%). 

The following were found to be less practical or useful for someone who was having 
trouble paying their bills : alerts for higher than normal daily usage (10%), providing 
actual daily energy-cost-to-serve (9%), reduce the security deposit (8%), budgeting 
counselors (6%), personal energy conservation advisors (4%), or to. 
 

PRACTICAL AND USEFUL OPTIONS 

© 2019 Distributed Energy Financial Group LLC    │    Utility Customer Research Consortium 
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TWO MOST PRACTICAL AND USEFUL OPTIONS  
FOR ENERGY UTILITIES TO OFFER  

Gender Age HH Income Home Ownership 

Total Male Female 18-54 55+ 
Under 
$25K 

$25K to 
$49K Own Rent 

Total Respondents with HH Income 
Less than $50,000 (600) (234) (366) (404) (196) (230)  (370)  (233)  (318)  

% % %  %  %  %  %  %  %  

Provide level bill payment plans, 
sometimes called budget billing 30  33  29  29  34  25  34  33  30  

Allow smaller, more frequent payments 
without extra fees 26  28  24  27  23  20  30  29  23  

Provide information about energy 
assistance and social service agencies 24  23  25  22  30  28  22  26  23  

Provide programs to reduce usage 23  24  22  22  25  19  25  21  24  

Provide extended payments 21  16  24  21  22  23  20  20  22  

Provide easier payment methods 20  23  19  20  23  25  18  19  22  

Forgive old debt 19  20  18  20  14  23  16  17  19  
Provide alerts regarding higher-than-
normal daily usage 10  10  11  11  7  9  11  11  10  

Provide your actual, daily energy-cost-to-
serve along with a conservation tip 9  10  8  10  5  7  10  9  9  

Reduce the security deposit 8  5  9  8  7  10  6  7  8  
Assign a personal counselor to help you 
with home budgeting 6  5  6  6  4  8  4  4  6  

Assign a personal energy advisor to help 
you identify conservation options 4  3  5  4  5  4  5  5  4  

Base: Total Respondents with HH Income Less than $50,000. Q. A15: If you, or someone you knew, was having trouble paying utility bills, 
what options would be the most practical and useful for your energy utilities to offer? 
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TWO MOST PRACTICAL AND USEFUL OPTIONS  
FOR ENERGY UTILITIES TO OFFER (CONTINUED) 

Trouble Paying Electric or 
Heating Bills 

Taken Action Past 2 Years 
to Save Money on Utility 

Bills 
Applied for Energy Bill 

Assistance in Past 2 Years 
Total Yes No Yes No Yes No 

Total Respondents with HH Income Less than 
$50,000 (600) (274) (300)  (324)  (236)  (144)  (431)  

% % % % % % % 

Provide level bill payment plans, sometimes called 
budget billing 30  30  32  35  27  28  32  

Allow smaller, more frequent payments without extra 
fees 26  23  28  26  25  24  27  

Provide information about energy assistance and 
social service agencies 24  21  27  27  21  24  25  

Provide programs to reduce usage 23  21  24  22  24  21  23  
Provide extended payments 21  22  21  18  25  20  22  
Provide easier payment methods 20  21  18  19  21  19  20  
Forgive old debt 19  24  12  18  19  27  16  
Provide alerts regarding higher-than-normal daily 
usage 10  9  11  10  12  11  10  

Provide your actual, daily energy-cost-to-serve 
along with a conservation tip 9  8  9  8  8  6  10  

Reduce the security deposit 8  10  6  5  10  10  7  
Assign a personal counselor to help you with home 
budgeting 6  6  5  6  6  6  5  

Assign a personal energy advisor to help you 
identify conservation options 4  4  5  4  4  4  4  

© 2019 Distributed Energy Financial Group LLC    │    Utility Customer Research Consortium 

Q. A15: If you, or someone you knew, was having trouble paying utility bills, what options would be the most practical and useful for your energy utilities to 
offer? 
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TAKEAWAYS 

We asked a question related to new tools for customers. 
 
• What new tools would help customers?  

 
Suggestion about practical and useful options reinforces what we have learned about 
predictable bills and stable prices, and what we are learning about payment options 
and channels. 
 
• The top response was “Provide level bill payment plans, sometimes called budget 

billing.” 
• The second response was “Allow smaller, more frequent payments without extra 

fees.” 
 
The consumer surveys point to possible solutions: 
 
• Budget bill is a good concept, but it is not working for everyone. It needs to be 

redesigned so it will serve every segment of the low-income population. 
• Payment approaches need reform. Monthly bills and monthly payments make sense 

for people who are paid monthly. Other payment options are needed. 
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Payment assistance or payment arrangements 
 
In 2017 and 2016, we asked: Would you like your electric utility to offer additional 
types of payment assistance or payment arrangement options than those which are 
currently available? 
 
• In 2017, six out of ten respondents said yes. Women (66%), younger respondents 

(67% of those age 18 to 54), and renters (68%) were significantly different than their 
counterparts. 

 
• In 2016, one half the respondents said yes. Younger respondents (55% of those age 

18 to 54) were significantly different than older respondents (55+ years old). 

PRACTICAL OPTIONS 
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INTEREST IN ADDITIONAL TYPES OF PAYMENT ASSISTANCE 
OR PAYMENT ARRANGEMENT OPTIONS (2017) 

Base: Total Respondents with HH Income Less than $50,000 
Q. B17: Would you like your electric utility to offer additional types of payment assistance or payment arrangement options than those which are currently available?  
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WANT LOCAL ELECTRIC UTILITY TO OFFER ADDITIONAL TYPES OF 
PAYMENT ASSISTANCE OR PAYMENT ARRANGEMENT OPTIONS (2016) 
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Base: Total Respondents with HH Income Less than $50,000 
Q. A12: Would you like your local electric utility to offer additional types of payment assistance or payment arrangement options than those which are 

currently available?  
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TAKEAWAYS 

We asked a question related to new tools for customers. 
 
• What new tools would help customers?  

 
Payment arrangements are a tool that many customers rely on to improve their ability 
to pay utility bills. However, many payment arrangements are broken. Survey 
respondents appear to state that the solution may be found in offering “additional 
types of payment assistance or payment arrangement options.” 
 
The consumer surveys point to possible solutions: 
 
• We need to rethink payment assistance and payment arrangements to give 

customers additional tools and options. 
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FEES AND PENALTIES 
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FEES AND PENALTIES 
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There is a relatively high level of concern among these lower-income adults related to fees, penalties, or transaction or 
convenience fees they would have to pay. (These are 2017 survey data.) 

• 55% of adults are concerned about paying fees and penalties (such as late fees or reconnection charges), with women 
(60% vs. 50% of men), younger adults (59% of those 18-54 vs. 45% of those 55 or older), and renters (60% vs. 47% of 
owners) significantly more concerned about these types of fees.  

• (Not shown in a graphic, but available in the full report.) Those with trouble paying electric bills (75%), who have taken action 
previously to save money (62%) or who have applied for energy bill assistance (76%) were also significantly more concerned 
compared to other adults (41%, 46%, 50% respectively) 

• There was a similar level of concern for paying transaction or convenience fees (such as credit card fees, bank fees, 
convenience store fees) when paying their bills. Again, this concern was highest among women (62% vs. 51% of men), 
younger adults (61% vs. 49% of older adults). 

• (Not shown in a graphic, but available in the full report.) This concern was highest among those with trouble paying electric 
bills (73% vs. 48% no trouble), those who have taken money saving actions in the past two years (67% vs. 49% no actions 
taken), and those who have applied for assistance in the past two years (75% vs. 55% non-applicants). 
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HOW CONCERNED ABOUT PAYING FEES 
AND PENALTIES ON ELECTRIC BILL (2017) 
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Base: Total Respondents with HH Income Less than $50,000 
Q. B5: How concerned are you about paying fees and penalties (such as late fees or reconnection charges) on your electric bill? 
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HOW CONCERNED ABOUT PAYING TRANSACTION OR 
CONVENIENCE FEES WHEN PAYING UTILITY BILL (2017) 
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Base: Total Respondents with HH Income Less than $50,000 
Q. B6: How concerned are you about paying transaction or convenience fees when you pay your utility bill? For example: fees for using your credit card; fees from your 
bank; convenience store fees charged when making a utility bill payment.  
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TAKEAWAYS 

We asked a question related making customer service fast and simple.  
 
Fees and penalties, including transaction or convenience fees relating to payment, 
create a complications and costs. Low income customers—more so than anyone else—
must try to understand and navigate these details. It is frustrating and sometimes 
costly to them. It imposes costs on the utility call center. Customers do not like 
surprises. Fees are a constant source of customer concern and dissatisfaction.  
 
Average-embedded cost-of-service pricing requires that we allocate costs to those who 
cause the cost. However, that is sometimes an imprecise science. Some very large 
costs are spread out to everyone (we may lack the means to track a cost or we have 
long-standing traditions about cost allocation). 
 
• Utilities could reduce or eliminate fees to eliminate surprises. Reducing or 

eliminating fees and penalties as well as transaction or convenience fees would 
simplify service, increase satisfaction, and reduce costs to customers and utilities. 
 



53 53 

ANXIETY OVER FUNDING OF ENERGY ASSISTANCE 
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LEVEL OF CONCERN THAT FUNDS FOR ENERGY BILL ASSISTANCE COULD BE 
CUT OR ELIMINATED BY STATE OR FEDERAL GOVERNMENT (2017) 

27  
19  

32  28  23  
33  

22  21  
31  

29  

27  

30  
28  

31  

29  

29  28  

30  

25  

26  

25  
25  27  

21  
28  28  

24  

14  
23  

8  
13  17  11  16  19  

10  
5  6  4  6  2  6  4  4  5  

0 

20 

40 

60 

80 

100 

Total 
(n=534) 

Male 
(n=190) 

Female 
(n=344) 

Age 18-54 
(n=364) 

Age 55+ 
(n=170) 

HH Income 
Under $25K … 

HH Income 
$25K to $49K … 

Own Home 
(n=221) 

Rent Home 
(n=270) 

Don't know/no 
opinion 

Not 
Concerned 

Neither 
Concerned nor 
Unconcerned 

Concerned 

Extremely 
Concerned 

56 
46 

62 56 54 
62 

51 
61 

49 

Base: Total Respondents with HH Income Less than $50,000 
Q. B16: How concerned are you that the funds for energy bill assistance could be cut or eliminated by state or federal government? 

© 2019 Distributed Energy Financial Group LLC    │    Utility Customer Research Consortium 



55 55 

SUMMARY 
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POSSIBLE SOLUTIONS 
Solutions Framed as a Question Possible Solutions 
Do we have a good understanding of 
customer pride and shame? 

There is an ongoing need for education and awareness (Slide 24). 

Is it possible to make applications, 
approvals, and payments fast and simple? 

Utilities could reduce or eliminate fees to eliminate surprises. .., simplify service, increase 
satisfaction, and reduce costs to customers and utilities (Slide 52). 

What new tools would help customers? Customers prefer stable pricing. … They prefer that a utility manage changes in the underlying 
commodity market (Slide 38). 
Customers prefer stable, easy to understand bills. Flat bills with guaranteed monthly payments 
would give customers certainty and predictability (Slide 38). 
Budget bill is a good concept, but it is not working for everyone. It needs to be redesigned so it will 
serve every segment of the low-income population (Slide 43). 
Payment approaches need reform. Monthly bills and monthly payments make sense for people who 
are paid monthly. Other payment options are needed (Slide 43). 
We need to rethink payment assistance and payment arrangements to give customers additional 
tools and options (Slide 47). 

How would we integrate programs to move 
toward seamless intake applications across 
many programs? 

There is great interest in a tool that made it easy to enroll in all income-eligible energy assistance 
programs and energy efficiency programs at one time (Slide 30) 

How might data analytics be leveraged to 
point to solutions? 

People want more choices, and as more data are collected, more customization and 
individualization will be possible (no specific citation). 

What’s the best design for the local agency 
portal? 

People want more choices, and as more data are collected, more customization and 
individualization will be possible (no specific citation). 
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FINAL TAKEAWAYS 

 Spend the time and money necessary to raise customer awareness and educate 
customers on what is available. 

 Think of segments of low-income customers. Income levels and age are important. 

 Move toward customization and individualization. 

 Try to eliminate surprises. Unexpected high bills are difficult to manage. Budget 
billing true ups are hard to manage. Changes in the price per unit of the 
commodity is hard to manage.  

 Programs and pricing options that give a sense of certainty are welcome. 

 Unexpected life events (e.g., job loss) require a temporary financial bridge. 

 Improve the customer experience by making it easy for low-income consumers to 
enroll in everything for which they are eligible for at one time. 

 Test new ideas and approaches for low-income communities; run pilot programs.  
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CONTACT 

Nat Treadway, Managing Partner 
Project Lead — Low Income Energy Issues Forum (LIEIF) 
713-729-6244 
ntreadway@defgllc.com 
 
 
 
 

DEFG believes retail customers are the future of energy 
We partner with clients to improve all aspects of the customer relationship 

We identify opportunities to create value in a commodity marketplace 
 

Persons interested in publication announcements should “Join Our Mailing List” at: http://defgllc.com/publications/ 
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DEFG Research Consortia 

Prepay Energy  
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