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1. Executive Summary  
Conclusions are presented at a market sector level with SME and LEU conclusions combined within 

each market. 

Republic of Ireland Residential Consumers  
Switching:  The level of switching has been rapid with the switching decision motivated by a desire 

to reduce bill size.  However, switching activity is driven by media advertising rather than referral ς 

suggesting a market where switching behaviours are not yet well established.  There is a significant 

group of RoI residential consumers who have yet to switch; most of these consumers have not yet 

contacted alternative suppliers.  This suggests that switching rates may slow as most domestic 

consumers who have considered switching have not taken action.  While FEA (Free Electricity 

Allowance) recipients are less likely to switch, there is no evidence to suggest this is related to 

concerns about continuation of FEA payments or changes in payment methods when switching 

occurs. 

Å 26% of RoI residential consumers reported having switched and 17% reported considering 

switching over the last 12 months; 

Å 77% of switchers identified TV/radio/newspaper advertising as one of their top three 

sources of information, 47% identify direct contact from a supplier as one; 

Å Of the 17% who have considered switching, 82% have not made contact with another 

supplier; 

Å Saving money is the primary reason for switching (87% agree that this was a reason);  

Å Lower levels of switching amongst FEA consumers are primarily age related and not related 

to concerns about continuation or method of payments. 
 

Experience of switching process and benefits delivered:  There was a very high level of satisfaction 

with all aspects of the switching process and most RoI residential consumers with experience of 

switching believed that they had received the expected benefits.   

Å 97% of RoI residential switchers found the process easy;  

Å 78% of RoI residential switchers found the bill reduced by the amount they expected; 

Å 72% would consider switching again for a further 5% reduction; 90% for a further 10% 

reduction.  
 

Level and quality of competition:  A majority of respondents were able to name each of the three 

residential electricity suppliers, currently in the market, without prompting.  Satisfaction with the 

existence and level of competition is reasonable.  However, domestic consumers believe that prices 

remain higher than in other jurisdictions and that a high level of profit contributes to this. 

Å 69% of respondents spontaneously recalled Bord Gais as a supplier; 57% recalled Airtricity; 

Å 80% of residential consumers are satisfied that there is competition in the market place ς  

 69% are happy with the current level of competition; 

Å Most residential consumers believe Irish electricity prices are higher than elsewhere with a 

significant proportion believing the ǇǊƛŎŜǎ ŀǊŜ ΨƳǳŎƘ ƳƻǊŜ ŜȄǇŜƴǎƛǾŜΩ (45%);  

Å RoI residential consumers perceive a high level of profit in the pricing of electricity (21% of 

the total cost) ς ƳǳŎƘ ƎǊŜŀǘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǳǇǇƭƛŜǊΩǎ Ŏƻǎǘǎ όмн҈ of the total cost). 
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Understanding of the PES role and Supply-Networks role difference:  The different roles of the ESB 

businesses are not yet well established with confusion across most attributes of service.  For some 

consumers, switching behaviour may be inhibited due to a concern about reliability of supply and 

repair service in the case of power failure.   

Å A significant minority of residential consumers believe that the electricity supplier is 

responsible for maintenance of the grid (25%) and for repairing power failures (28%).   

Å Among RoI residential consumers who had not changed supplier from ESB CS, 36%  stated 

that concerns about whether another supplier will provide a reliable supply of electricity was 

a factor in their decision not to switch; 35% stated that concerns about whether another 

supplier would be as responsive in a power outage was a factor. 

 

Interest in novel price and tariff options:  RoI residential consumer attachment to a single annual 

price revision depends on the absence of a price premium for this structure.  There is some interest 

in Time of Use tariffs.  Dual fuel offerings (with a single bill for gas and electricity) are attractive 

when coupled with a 5% or higher saving.  

Å 54% of residential consumers believe that the annual price revision structure is acceptable.  

However, this falls to 0% when this structure is associated with a 2.5% price premium; 

Å 46% of residential consumers are interested in a time of use tariff (with the understanding 

that the price will be greater at peak times).  However, this may reflect an optimistic 

interpretation of the impact on their bill. 

Å The provision of IHDΩs (In Home Devices) by a supplier would encourage switching (57% 

would be likely to switch for such a device).  While, the actual level of switching would be 

much lower, this figure does reflect the interest in real time information; 

Å Interest in dual fuel offers is closely related to discounts.  With no discount the level of 

interest is at 36%, increasing to 50% at 5% discount and 72% at 10% discount.  

Northern Ireland Residential Consumers  
Consumer attitudes towards lack of competition and the market: A majority of NI residential 

consumers believe that the lack of competition in the residential electricity market is related to 

ΨinstitutionalΩ ǊŜŀǎƻƴǎΦ  ! ǎƳŀƭƭ ƳƛƴƻǊƛǘȅ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŎŀǳǎŜŘ ōȅ structural reasons related to the 

market size.  Domestic consumers believe that prices are higher than in other jurisdictions and a high 

level of profit contributes to this. 

Å 63% of NI residential consumers believe that the utility regulator has not encouraged 

competition to NIE Energy Supply; 

Å 20% believe that the NI market is too small to attract alternative suppliers; 

Å Domestic consumers perceive a high level of profit in the pricing of electricity (24%) ς much 

ƎǊŜŀǘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǳǇǇƭƛŜǊΩǎ Ŏƻǎǘǎ όмо҈ύΤ 

Å Most domestic consumers believe NI electricity prices are higher than elsewhere with 

ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ǇǊƻǇƻǊǘƛƻƴ ōŜƭƛŜǾƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƛŎŜǎ ŀǊŜ ΨƳǳŎƘ ƳƻǊŜ ŜȄǇŜƴǎƛǾŜΩ όпп҈ύΦ 
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Expectations of future competition and interest in switching: A majority of NI residential consumers 

expect little or no competition within the next 2 years.  However, a majority of NI residential 

consumers state an interest in switching when competition is available. 

Å 58% of NI residential consumers believe that there will be little or no competition in the next 

н ȅŜŀǊǎΤ мо҈ ŜȄǇŜŎǘ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǊƪŜǘ ǘƻ ōŜ ΨŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƛǾŜΩ ƻǊ ΨǾŜǊȅ ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƛǾŜΩΤ 

Å 36% state that they would be Ψvery interestedΩ in switching immediately if competition were 

ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜΤ нп҈ ǎǘŀǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ΨƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘŜŘΩΦ 

Å The interest in switching is driven by cost (89% state as a reason) with service also significant 

(54% state as a reason). 

 

Understanding of the PES role and Supply-Networks role difference:  The different roles of the NIE 

businesses are not well established with confusion across most attributes of service.  This is 

expected in a pre-competitive market where the supply business is not differentiated in the 

ŎƻƴǎǳƳŜǊΩǎ ƳƛƴŘΦ  IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎǎǳŜ ǿƛƭƭ ǎƭƻǿ ǘƘŜ ǊŀǘŜ ƻŦ ǎǿƛǘŎƘƛƴƎ ƻƴŎŜ ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƛƻƴ ŜƴǘŜǊǎ ǘƘŜ 

market. 

Å Many domestic consumers are not aware of NIE Energy Supply as a business name (57% are 

aware); most are not aware of NIE Transmission and Distribution (16% are aware) 

Å There is limited understanding of the responsibilities of NIE T&D and NIE Energy Supply. 

 

Interest in novel price and tariff options:  NI residential consumer attachment to a single annual 

price revision depends on the absence of a price premium for this structure.  There is a lower level of 

interest in Time of Use tariffs.  Dual fuel offerings (with single billing) are attractive to NI residential 

consumers when linked to a discount.   

Å 59% of NI residential consumers believe that the annual price revision is acceptable.  

However, this falls to 0% when this structure is associated with a 2.5% price premium 

Å 29% of residential consumers are interested in a time of use tariff (with the understanding 

that the price will be greater at peak times).  However, this may reflect an optimistic 

interpretation of the impact on their bill. 

Å 41% are interested in the concept of a dual fuel offering.  This increased to 77% if a 10% 

discount was available as part of the offering. 

 

Republic of Ireland Business Consumers  
Switching and switching patterns:  The level and awareness of switching options suggests a good 

level of competition between suppliers and engagement among the business consumers in 

switching.  Cost was the most common factor in the switching decisions.  Good service provided by 

supplier was the most common reason for not switching among ōƻǘƘ {a9Ωǎ and [9¦ΩǎΦ 

Å 40% ƻŦ wƻL {a9Ωǎ have switched and 20% have considered switching over the last 12 

months.  Competition between suppliers exists with businesses that switch typically 

considering more than 1 potential supplier. 

Å 34% ƻŦ wƻL [9¦Ωǎ have switched in the last 12 months and 35% have considered switching 

over the last 12 months.  A high proportion of [9¦Ωǎ considered switching and made contact 
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with suppliers but did not complete the process (21% of all [9¦Ωǎ) suggesting established 

market review activity in many cases. 

Å hƴ ŀǾŜǊŀƎŜΣ wƻL {a9Ωǎ ŎƻǳƭŘ ǎǇƻƴǘŀƴŜƻǳǎƭȅ ǊŜŎŀƭƭ оΦн ǎǳǇǇƭƛŜǊǎΦ  hƴ ŀǾŜǊŀƎŜΣ wƻL [9¦Ωǎ ŎƻǳƭŘ 

spontaneously recall 2.8 suppliers.  This suggests a reasonable knowledge of alternative 

suppliers. 

Å уф҈ ƻŦ {a9Ωǎ ŀƴŘ фл҈ ƻŦ [9¦Ωǎ ǿƘƻ ƘŀŘ ǎǿƛǘŎƘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎ мн ƳƻƴǘƘǎ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ Ŏƻǎǘ 

as a factor in the decision to switch. рм҈ ƻŦ {a9Ωǎ ŀƴŘ рр҈ ƻŦ [9¦Ωǎ ǿƘƻ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ǎǿƛǘŎƘ 

identified good service provided by their current supplier as a reason for not switching. 

Å In RoI, SMEs and LEUs rely on similar sources for information on switching with the same top 

four selected:  The internet is most commonly used (SME: 46%, LEU: 49%), followed by 

direct contact (SME: 51%, LEU: 47%), advertising (SME: 45%, LEU: 35%) and business 

associations or organisations (SME: 17%, LEU: 22%).  

 

Experience of switching process and benefits delivered:  A high degree of satisfaction was reported 

by RoI business consumers with all aspects of the switching process and delivery of expected 

benefits. 

Å For {a9Ωǎ switchers, 91% found the process easy and 71% state the bill reduction was as 

expected.  91% would consider switching again; 

Å For [9¦Ωǎ switchers, 92% are satisfied with the experience and 86% state the bill reduction 

was as expected.  91% would consider switching again; 

 

Level and quality of competition: While the level of switching suggests good competition, 

satisfaction with the competition itself is low.  RoI businesses believe that prices are higher than in 

other jurisdictions and a high level of profit contributes to this.  Businesses believe that this puts 

their business at a competitive disadvantage to businesses in other countries.  This suggests that 

there is an underlying pricing challenge for supplier:  to better justify current pricing with the 

business consumers or to provide better pricing options.   

Å !ƳƻƴƎ wƻL {a9ΩǎΣ 42% were satisfied with the level of competition and 44% were satisfied 

with the quality of competition; 

Å !ƳƻƴƎ wƻL [9¦ΩǎΣ 32% were satisfied with the level of competition and 33% were satisfied 

with the quality of competition; 

Å {a9Ωǎ ŜǎǘƛƳŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ƭŜǾŜƭ ƻŦ ǇǊƻŦƛǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǾƛƴƎ ƻŦ electricity at 16% and while LEUΩǎ 

estimate it at 15%; suppliers costs are estimated at 13% ōȅ {a9Ωǎ ŀƴŘ ŀǘ 12% ōȅ [9¦ΩǎΤ 

Å то҈ ƻŦ {a9Ωǎ ŀƴŘ ун҈ ƻŦ [9¦Ωǎ believe that Irish electricity prices are ΨhigherΩ than 

elsewhere -  пм҈ ƻŦ {a9Ωǎ ŀƴŘ рф҈ ƻŦ [9¦Ωǎ believe that the prices are Ψmuch ƘƛƎƘŜǊΩΤ 

Å 40% of {a9Ωǎ and 70% of [9¦Ωǎ believe higher prices put their business at a competitive 

disadvantage to businesses based in other countries. 

Å However, 66% of SMEs and 48% of LEUs do not review their electricity usage more often 

than once a year and 19% of SMEs never review usage. 
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Understanding of the PES role:  The brand names and different roles of the ESB businesses are well 

established with the business consumer, reflecting a mature competitive market. 

Å 90% ƻŦ {a9Ωǎ and фп҈ ƻŦ [9¦Ωǎ are aware of ESB Customer Supply as a business name; 

Å {a9Ωǎ and [9¦Ωǎ understanding of the supply/networks role is good except for meter reading 

responsibility (57% of {a9Ωǎ/49% of [9¦Ωǎ believe supplier is responsible); 

Å тт҈ ƻŦ wƻL {a9Ωǎ ƪƴŜǿ ǘƘŀǘ 9{. bŜǘǿƻǊƪǎ ǿŀǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƭŜ ŦƻǊ ǊŜǇŀƛǊ ƻŦ ǇƻǿŜǊ ŦŀƛƭǳǊŜǎ Τ 

Å ул҈ ƻŦ wƻL [9¦Ωǎ ƪƴŜǿ ǘƘŀǘ 9{. bŜǘǿƻǊƪǎ ǿŀǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƭŜ ŦƻǊ ǊŜǇŀƛr of power failures. 
  

Interest in novel price and tariff options:  RoI businesses are interested in more frequent price 

revisions, and would consider switching to suppliers who could provide additional information on 

usage (associated with Smart Meters) or dual fuel offerings (defined as including a single bill and 

when coupled with a discount). 

Å 41% ƻŦ wƻL {a9Ωǎ believe that annual price setting is the best match to their business needs; 

Å 43% ƻŦ wƻL [9¦Ωǎ believe that annual price setting is the best match to their business needs;   

Å Availability of real-time information on usage (such as available from Smart Meters) from a 

supplier would increase switching likelihood among business consumers to that supplier - 

65% of business consumers who do not currently have automatically read meters expressed 

an interest in switching if an in-office-display was provided; 60% expressed an interest in 

switching if real-time online billing information was provided; 

Å 44% of wƻL {a9Ωǎ who are also consumers of natural gas and 40% of wƻL [9¦Ωǎ who are also 

consumers of natural gas expressed an interest in a dual fuel tariff.  Offered in conjunction 

ǿƛǘƘ ŀ мл҈ ŘƛǎŎƻǳƴǘΣ со҈ ƻŦ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ Ǝŀǎ ŎƻƴǎǳƳƛƴƎ {a9Ωǎ ŀƴŘ рт҈ ƻŦ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ Ǝŀǎ ŎƻƴǎǳƳƛƴƎ 

[9¦Ωǎ ǎǘŀǘŜŘ ŀƴ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ƛƴ ǎǿƛǘŎƘƛƴƎΦ 

North ern Ireland Business Consumers  
Switching and switching patterns:  The level and awareness of switching options suggests 

competition is not strong with NI businesses less likely to switch than RoI businesses and much less 

aware of the available electricity suppliers.  The low level of shopping around (considering multiple 

suppliers when considering switching) suggests a low level of engagement among the business 

consumers in the electricity supply market. Cost was the most common factor cited in the switching 

decision.  Good service provided by supplier was the most commonly stated reason for not 

switching, among ōƻǘƘ {a9Ωǎ and [9¦ΩǎΦ 

Å 20% ƻŦ bL {a9Ωǎ have switched and 22% have considered switching over the last 12 months - 

where switching occurred 68% did not consider any other supplier; 

Å 16% ƻŦ bL [9¦Ωǎ have switched and 35% have considered switching over the last 12 months - 

most [9¦Ωǎ (75%) who switched did not consider any other supplier; 

Å hƴ ŀǾŜǊŀƎŜΣ bL {a9Ωǎ ŎƻǳƭŘ ǎǇƻƴǘŀƴŜƻǳǎƭȅ ǊŜŎŀƭƭ мΦф ǎǳǇǇƭƛŜǊǎΦ  !ƳƻƴƎ bL9 9{Ωǎ {a9 

customers, the average recall was lower at 1.5 which means that in many cases no other 

ǎǳǇǇƭƛŜǊ ǿŀǎ ǊŜŎŀƭƭŜŘΦ  hƴ ŀǾŜǊŀƎŜΣ bL [9¦Ωǎ ŎƻǳƭŘ ǎǇƻƴǘŀƴŜƻǳǎƭȅ ǊŜŎŀƭƭ нΦп ǎǳǇǇƭƛŜǊǎΦ  !ƳƻƴƎ 

{a9ΩǎΣ ǘƘƛǎ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘǎ ŀ ǇƻƻǊ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƻŦ ŀƭǘŜǊƴŀǘƛǾŜ ǎǳǇǇƭƛŜǊs; 

Å уф҈ ƻŦ {a9Ωǎ ŀƴŘ уу҈ ƻŦ [9¦Ωǎ ǿƘƻ ƘŀŘ ǎǿƛǘŎƘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎ мн ƳƻƴǘƘǎ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ Ŏƻǎǘ 

ŀǎ ŀ ŦŀŎǘƻǊ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǎǿƛǘŎƘΦ  ! ǘƻǘŀƭ ƻŦ пр҈ ƻŦ {a9Ωǎ ŀƴŘ рл҈ ƻŦ [9¦Ωǎ ǿƘƻ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ 
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switch identified good service provided by their current supplier as a reason for not 

switching. 

Experience of switching process and benefits delivered:  Among those businesses who have 

switched, there was a high degree of satisfaction with all aspects of the switching process.  While a 

large majority of LEU businesses believed the benefits had been delivered, a significant minority of 

{a9Ωǎ did not agree that the expected savings were delivered. 

Å For NI SME businesses who have switched in the previous 12 months, 91% found the process 

easy and 69% stated that the bill reduction was as expected.  85% would consider switching 

again; 

Å For LEU SME businesses who have switched in the previous 12 months, 87% found the 

process easy and 81% stated that the bill reduction was as expected.  81% would consider 

switching again. 
 

Level and quality of competition:   Satisfaction with the level and quality of competition is low for 

both {a9Ωǎ and [9¦ΩǎΦ  bL ōusinesses believe that prices are higher than in other jurisdictions and a 

high level of profit contributes to this.  Businesses believe that this puts their business at a 

competitive disadvantage to businesses in other countries.  Combined with the lack of knowledge of 

the available competition, this suggests a lack of engagement by business consumers and lack of 

effective communication among electricity suppliers in the NI business market.   

Å 18% of NI SME businesses were satisfied with the level of competition, 22% were satisfied 

with the quality of competition; 

Å 26% of NI LEU businesses were satisfied with the level of competition, 26% were satisfied 

with the quality of competition; 

Å Businesses perceive a high level of profit in the pricing of electricity (SME: 19%, LEU: 14%) ς 

greater than the perceived level of ǎǳǇǇƭƛŜǊΩǎ ŎƻǎǘǎΣ ŜǎǘƛƳŀǘŜŘ ŀǘ мп҈ ōȅ {a9Ωǎ ŀƴŘ мр҈ ōȅ 

[9¦ΩǎΤ 

Å сс҈ ƻŦ {a9Ωǎ ŀƴŘ сс҈ ƻŦ [9¦Ωǎ believe that Irish electricity prices are higher than elsewhere 

- оф҈ ƻŦ {a9Ωǎ ŀƴŘ он҈ ƻŦ [9¦Ωǎ believe that the prices are much higher; 

Å 39% of {a9Ωǎ and 51% of [9¦Ωǎ believe higher prices put their business at a competitive 

disadvantage to businesses based in other countries. 

Å However, 68% of SMEs and 58% of LEUs do not review their electricity usage more often 

than once a year. 
 

Understanding of the PES role and Supply-Networks role difference: The different roles of the NIE 

businesses are not well established among {a9Ωǎ ŀƴŘ [9¦Ωǎ.  This reflects the lower level of market 

awareness which may have a consequence of reducing or inhibiting levels of switching as some 

businesses are concerned about reliability of supply and speed of repair if they switch from NIE ES. 

Å 59% of bL {a9Ωǎ and сф҈ ƻŦ bL [9¦Ωǎ are aware of NIE Energy Supply as a business name; 

Å пн҈҈ ƻŦ bL {a9Ωǎ ƪƴŜǿ ǘƘŀǘ bL9 ¢ǊŀƴǎƳƛǎǎƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ 5ƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƭŜ ŦƻǊ ǊŜǇŀƛǊ ƻŦ 

power failures, 31% stated  NIE ES was responsible; 

Å ро҈ ƻŦ bL [9¦Ωǎ ƪƴŜǿ ǘƘŀǘ bL9 ¢ǊŀƴǎƳƛǎǎƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ 5ƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƭŜ ŦƻǊ ǊŜǇŀƛǊ ƻŦ 

power failures, 29% stated  NIE ES was responsible; 
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Å Among NI business consumers who had not changed supplier in the last 12 months, 32% of 

{a9Ωǎ ŀƴŘ нр҈ ƻŦ [9¦Ωǎ ǎǘŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ǎǳǇǇƭƛŜǊ ǿƛƭƭ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ŀ 

reliable supply of electricity was a factor in thŜƛǊ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ƴƻǘ ǘƻ ǎǿƛǘŎƘΤ ол҈ ƻŦ {a9Ωǎ ŀƴŘ 

но҈ ƻŦ [9¦Ωǎ ǎǘŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ǎǳǇǇƭƛŜǊ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŀǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛǾŜ ƛƴ 

a power outage was a factor. 

Interest in novel price and tariff options:  NI businesses are interested in more frequent price 

revisions, and would consider switching to suppliers who could provide additional information on 

usage (associated with Smart Meters) or dual fuel offerings (defined as including a single bill and 

when coupled with a discount). 

Å 43% ƻŦ bL {a9Ωǎ believe that annual price setting is the best match to their business needs; 

Å 40% ƻŦ bL [9¦Ωǎ believe that annual price setting is the best match to their business needs;   

Å Availability of real-time information on usage (such as that available from Smart Meters) 

from a supplier would increase likelihood  of switching among business consumers to that 

supplier:  56% of business consumers who do not currently have automatically read meters 

expressed an interest in switching if an in-office-display was provided; 50% expressed an 

interest in switching if real-time online billing information was provided; 

Å 35% of bL {a9Ωǎ who consumers of natural gas are also, and 53% of bL [9¦Ωǎ who are 

consumers of natural gas also, expressed an interest in a dual fuel tariff.  Offered in 

ŎƻƴƧǳƴŎǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ мл҈ ŘƛǎŎƻǳƴǘΣ сп҈ ƻŦ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ Ǝŀǎ ŎƻƴǎǳƳƛƴƎ {a9Ωǎ ŀƴŘ тн҈ ƻŦ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ 

Ǝŀǎ ŎƻƴǎǳƳƛƴƎ [9¦Ωǎ ǎǘŀǘŜŘ ŀƴ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ƛƴ ǎǿƛǘŎƘƛƴƎΦ 
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2. Research background  
The research was completed between January and March 2010.  The research was undertaken by 

The Research Perspective, a market and customer research company which specialises in utility and 

service industries.  The Research Perspective has a reputation for delivering insightful research with 

strong statistical and market research expertise.  In the energy sector, The Research Perspective is 

currently has also been engaged by Sustainable Energy Authority of Ireland (SEAI) to provide market 

research and experimental design capabilities to the National Smart Meter pilot in the Republic of 

Ireland. 

Market background  
The Single Electricity Market (SEM) came into effect on the 1st November 2007, introducing a single 

wholesale market for electricity on the island of Ireland. In recognition of the potential benefits of 

competition, in March 2007, The Commission for Energy Regulation (CER) and the Northern Ireland 

Authority for Utility Regulation (NIAUR) signed an addendum to the original 2004 MoU1, Section 6 

of the SEM Memorandum of Understanding states that;- 

ά/9w ŀƴŘ bL!¦w ǿƛƭƭ ŀǇǇƭȅ ŀ ǘǊŀƴǎǇŀǊŜƴǘΣ Ŏƻƴǎƛǎǘent and harmonised approach to the regulation of 

the wholesale and retail markets in a manner which supports effective competition and equal 

treatment of participants and customers regardless of their location. Such approach will encompass 

application of the same principles of regulation to: 

a. ESBPG and PPB, including ring-fencing arrangements: 

b. PES in both markets, including: 

i. ring fencing arrangements; 
ii. tariff/revenue regulation; 
iii. economic purchase obligations; 
iv. the operation of PSO arrangements. 

c. and for all suppliers: 

i. supplier switching arrangements/requirements; 

ƛƛΦ ŎƻŘŜǎ ƻŦ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜέ 

 

Since the markets were fully opened in Northern Ireland (NI) and Republic of Ireland (ROI), 

competition has progressively developed in the industrial and high energy user sectors of the market 

and these customers are no longer subject to price regulation. In RoI, there is also competition in the 

small and medium sized enterprises (SME) sectors. In NI, while there is competition in the SME 

sectors, The Utility Regulator  still regulates the tariffs of SMEs on the same fixed annual basis as for 

Domestic Customers. In February 2009 the CER welcomed the entry of Bord Gáis Energy Supply and 

Airtricity into the previously uncontested ROI domestic market, with approx 23% of domestic ROI 

customers having switched by Spring 2010. Domestic competition in NI is still to be developed. 
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Purpose of the research  
TƘŜ {9a /ƻƳƳƛǘǘŜŜ ŀǇǇǊƻǾŜŘ ŀ ǇǊƻǇƻǎŀƭ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ w!Ωǎ ǘƻ ŎƻƴŘǳŎǘ ƳŀǊƪŜǘ research on residential and 

business (SME & Large Electricity Users 1(LEU)) consumer attitudes and experiences of the electricity 

market across the island in both retail markets north and south. 

The RAs see the potential benefits of retail competition to include competitive pressure on supply 
marƎƛƴǎ ŀƴŘ ƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƴƎ ŎƻǎǘǎΤ ƛƴƴƻǾŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘŀǊƛŦŦ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ŀƴŘ ǿƛŘŜǊ ŜƭŜŎǘǊƛŎƛǘȅ άǇǊƻŘǳŎǘέ ƻŦŦŜǊƛƴƎǎΤ 
and better ability of customers to reflect their own preferences in how they buy. 
 
This research covered domestic and business (SME & LEU) customers and focused on determining 
the level, quality and benefits of competition in each sector and market as perceived by the 
consumer.  The research included the following areas: 
 
(i)   Attitudes to supply services and general awareness of competition; 

(ii)   Switching and the experience of the switching process; 

 (iii) Consumer interest in variable tariffs including annual/bi-annual/quarterly tariff reviews; 

 (iv) Consumer interest in dual fuel and smart meters offerings in the context of switching. 

Structure of the surv eys 
The objective of the research was to address the four identified areas of investigation across the 

three identified customer sectors (residential, SME and LEU) across the two jurisdictions in a manner 

which is sympathetic to the differences between sectors, differences across each jurisdiction but 

also allows conclusions to be drawn across both markets. 

                                                           
1 For the purposes of this research, a large electricity user is defined as use of greater than 500 Mwh per annum.  

Respondents to business surveys were asked to verify their level of usage and this was validated against external sources to 

ensure correctness of allocation. 

Figure 1: Structure of Residential Survey in NI and RoI 
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In order to achieve these objectives, the structure of the residential survey, shown in Figure 1, 

included: 

1. Modules which are common to both markets (questions relating to potential variable tariffs, 

the impact of smart meters derived offers and dual fuel offerings on interest in switching),  

2. Modules which are specific to each market but follow a similar structure and vary only in 

specific details such as the name of the PES, general awareness  of the PES, the consumers 

understanding of the role of electricity suppliers compared to that of the 

transmission/distribution or generation businesses and perceptions of the PES brands and  

3. Modules which are distinct to each market (The modules associated with actual competition 

and switching were asked of RoI residential consumers.  NI residential consumers were 

asked about their perceptions of why there was no competition and their expectations of 

potential future competition).  

A common survey for both SME and LEU surveys was developed with differences at a module level 

reflecting the common experience of the range of business consumers as well as ensuring full 

comparability of respondents across these surveys.  The structure of this survey is shown in Figure 2.  

The market differences between Northern Ireland and Republic of Ireland relate only to the specific 

electricity suppliers and PES.  Therefore, the combined business survey includes more common 

modules than the residential survey. The module assessing the level of interest in smart meter 

related offers is the only module which was not appropriate for all respondents as it was only 

applicable to those consumers who do not currently have meters which capture time-based usage 

(e.g. every 15 minutes) as the other business consumers can already avail of smart meter type 

benefits of increased usage information and time of use type tariffs. 

Figure 2: Structure of SME and LEU surveys in the NI and RoI 
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Data Collection Met hodology  
The data followed best practise methods and processes executed under internationally recognised 

quality standards.  The data collection used a combination of quantitative data collection 

techniques:  the residential surveys used face-to-face interviewing; the business surveys used CATI 

(computer assisted telephone interviewing). 

The sample size for each survey is shown in Figure 3.  The sample size was designed to ensure 

efficient representivity across sectors and markets while constrained in the case of the LEU sector in 

the NI market by the number of [9¦Ωǎ in that market.  

 

 

 

 

 

Business surveys 

The business survey fieldwork was completed by Millward Brown Ulster using the Computer Assisted 

Telephone Interviewing (CATI) system in their facility which is both the ISO9001 standard and The 

Interviewer Quality Control scheme certified.  In the context of this research, telephone interviewing 

was selected as it is both fast and accurate.  Adopting the CATI system delivers significant additional 

ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ Řŀǘŀ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ άǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ 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 ŀǘ ǎƘƻǊǘ ƴƻǘƛŎŜ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜƴǘΩǎ 

request 

Residenti al surveys  

The residential survey fieldwork was completed by Millward Brown Ulster and Millward Brown 

Ireland using face-to-face interviewing in the respondents home.    The main benefit of face-to-face 

is the ability to show relevant information on cards (such a visual cues or reminders of advertising 

copy or brand logos).  In the context of this survey, samples were used of in-home display (IHD) and 

bills showing real-time usage information associated with smart meter related offers. 

Representivity of the  survey  
The face-to-face surveying methodology requires careful management to ensure representivity.  This 

was achieved by selecting sufficient and representative sampling points.  In the Republic of Ireland, 

the survey was conducted at 75 locations. In Northern Ireland, the survey was conducted at 55 

locations.  The locations were randomly selected based upon district electoral divisions (in ROI) and 

electoral wards (in NI).  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 

Sample 

Size 
Residential SME LEU 

Republic of Ireland 780 400 150 

Northern Ireland   750 400  100 

Figure 3: Sample size for each sector and market survey 
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On the case of the business survey, the population from which respondents were randomly drawn 

was checked for representivity across sub-sectors and other demographic dimensions both during 

the survey and upon completion of the survey. 

Finally, the respondent sets were checked for representivity across other market specific dimensions 

in the different markets and for both residential and business sectors such as use of different 

electricity suppliers or payment methods.  
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3. Attitudes to supply services and awareness of competition  

Consumer awareness of and attributes towards Public Electricity 

Suppliers  
A number of potential enablers or barriers to competition which relate to the PES were analysed: 

¶ The position of the PES brand within the markets as measured by the association between 

the brand and service attributes such as value for money or reliabilityς this may positively or 

negatively impact on the level of competition in the market; 

¶ The awareness of the separation of PES from transmission and distribution company.  This 

assesses the degree to which the supply business is regarded as distinct from the other 

businesses in the public utility; 

¶ The level of awareness of the roles of electricity supply companies vis-a-vis 

transmission/distribution businesses. 

An examination of the combination of these three dimensions allows an assessment of the degree to 

which competition can be successful. 

The PES brands 

The position of the PES brand (ESB CS and NIE ES) within the markets may impact on the level of 

competition.  For instance, the PES brand could be strongly associated with key aspects of the 

ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƻǊΩǎ ǾŀƭǳŜ ǇǊƻǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴǎ όǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǾŀƭǳŜ ŦƻǊ ƳƻƴŜȅύ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ ƘƛƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭ 

development of competition suppliers.   

For the residential sectors the PESΩǎ parent brands (ESB and NIE) were measured in preference to 

the specific PES brand (ESB CS and NIE ES), because residential consumers may be unaware of the 

PES brand distinction or confused by the PES name, using the PES parent brand is an effective proxy 

for an assessment of the PES brand.  Within the context of the face-to-face interviews by presenting 

respondents with a list of terms that could be potentially associated with the PES in that market.  

Respondents were asked to select up to 3 terms which they most strongly associated with the PES 

without any constraint on the number of terms they wished to select.  The same set of terms was 

also presented to business respondents.  However, business respondents were unconstrained in the 

number of terms they could select - reflecting the methodological differences between the 

telephone based-interviewing used for the business sectors and the face-to-face interviewing used 

for the residential surveys. 

The terms reliable, efficient and monopoly were most commonly associated with NIE among NI 

residential consumers (shown in Figure 4).  Note that this does not identify which aspects of NIE are 

associated with these terms.  However, it should be noted that consumers typically associate 

ΨreliableΩ with the provision of electricity supply.  This will be further explored in the next section.   

Conversely, Committed to renewable energy (associated with NIE by 6%), help customers to reduce 

their energy usage (associated with NIE by 5%), modern (associated with NIE by 9%) and value for 

money (associated with NIE by 7%) were least often associated.  This suggests a brand image 

focused on the core provision of electricity and not yet focused on added value services which could 
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be associated with an electricity supplier.  Similarly, the combination of the strong association with 

monopoly (at 35%) and low association with value for money (at 7%) suggests a residential 

consumer that the market is not delivering the benefits that they expect.  It should also be noted 

that 8% of respondents did not associate any of the presented terms with NIE.    

Figure 5 shows the results of the same questions for the RoI residential survey and shows similar 

patterns.  Reliable and efficient are also selected most often.  Monopoly remains a commonly 

associated term (chosen by 27% of respondents) while progressive terms such as committed to 

Figure 5:  Percentage of RoI consumers who selected each of the terms 

as one they most closely associated with ESB (max of 3 selected) 

Figure 4:  Percentage of NI consumers who selected each of the terms as 

one they most closely associated with NIE (max of 3 selected) 
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renewable energy (8%), help customers reduce energy use (8%) are much less often chosen.  Value 

for money has a low association at 14% - although higher than the equivalent figure for NI. 

Awareness of business separation between PES and associated 

transmission/distribution business  

The transition from sole provider to competitive environment involves the emergence of new 

distinct entities - Electricity Suppliers.  In a pre-competitive market, the consumer does not 

distinguish between the entity which generates, transmits or supplies the electricity.  In an early 

competitive market, the identity of the supplier as distinct from the entity responsible for 

transmission and distribution needs to emerge to encourage switching.  As the market matures 

through competition or regulatory intervention, these identities should become distinct and well 

understood.  Guidelines for this informational unbundling were set out in the ERREG ά{ǘŀǘǳǎ wŜǾƛŜǿ 

on DSO unbundling with Reference to Guidelines of Good Practice on Functional and Informational 

¦ƴōǳƴŘƭƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ 5ƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ {ȅǎǘŜƳ hǇŜǊŀǘƻǊǎέ (Ref: E09-URB-20-05). 

This phenomenon can be measured in terms of awareness of the PES business name.  Figure 6 on 

the next page clearly shows that in the competitive residential and business markets in Republic of 

Ireland, ESB Customer Supply is recognised by most consumers.  In contrast, the level of knowledge 

of the PES is lower in the pre-competitive Northern Ireland residential market, as expected.  

However, it is also lower in the competitive SME and LEU markets in Northern Ireland and this is an 

indication of a lack of awareness among SME and LEU consumers of the market structures. 
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Role of Electricity Su pply Company  

While the establishment of the distinct PES brand name is one measure of maturity of competition 

in the market, of greater importance to the encouragement of competition is the correct assignment 

of roles.  One of the inhibitors to switching is consumer perception that the switch will require 

physical disruption (changing of the physical distribution infrastructure) and risk of reduced 

reliability with the new service provider. This is of course not unique to electricity and is common 

across all utilities (such as water, natural gas or telecommunications).  Specific to electricity supply, 

one potential area of concern for consumers considering switching is whether the electricity supply 

will remain reliable and whether outages will be repaired by their new supplier as effectively as the 

original supplier.  This apprehension is based on a misunderstanding of the division of roles between 

electricity supply and networks businesses.   

To investigate the potential prevalence of this confusion among consumers, respondents were asked 

to assign responsibility for a range of roles to the transmission/distribution provider and their 

current supplier (always NIE Energy Supply in the context of Northern Ireland).  

 

 

 

Figure 6: Awareness of the business names of the PES and distribution system 

operator by sector and market 
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Figure 7 summarises the results for Residential customers.   

Residential Northern Ireland Republic of Ireland 

Role  NIE T & D NIE ES 5ƻƴΩǘ 

know  

ESB 

Networks  

Current 

Supplier  

5ƻƴΩǘ 

know 

Responsible for power 

failure repair 
34% 42% 23% 56% 28% 15% 

Maintenance of grid 37% 33% 28% 56% 25% 18% 

Responsible for Meter 

Reading 
11% 65% 23% 17% 64% 16% 

Responsible for billing 

and payment 
10% 66% 22% 10% 74% 14% 

Figure 7:  Residential knowledge of respective roles of supply and transmission/distribution businesses in 

RoI or NI 

In the Northern Ireland market, there is a high level of ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ, which reflects the lack of 

differentiation between the different roles in a pre-competitive market.  However, among 

respondents who did state a view there was a high-level of confusion in terms of the different roles.  

For the key roles of maintenance of the grid and responsibility for power failure repair, 42% and 33% 

respectively believed that NIE ES was responsible.  As has been stated above, this is likely to act as 

an inhibitor of switching if competition appears.   

In the Republic of Ireland, close to half of the respondents could not correctly associate the key roles 

of maintenance of the grid and responsibility for repair of failures with the networks company.  

While lower than the equivalent scores for NI, it is still reasonable to assume that this is acting as an 

inhibitor of switching among these respondents.  This issue is explored in section 5 which deals with 

reasons residential consumers provided for not switching. 

While confusion also exists for other areas such as meter reading (results included in the above 

figure), interaction with the regulator or power generation (also measured but not included in this 

report) is expected and unlikely to impact on switching behaviour as these are not of immediate 

relevance to residential consumers.  

For the SME sector (in Figure 8) in Northern Ireland, the level of knowledge is superior to the 

residential sector but a significant minority of respondents misidentified the key attributes of power 

failure repair (31%) and grid maintenance (26%).  In contrast, the SME sector in Republic of Ireland is 

more knowledgeable about the relative roles of the market participants with just 13% of SMEΩǎ 

associating their current supplier with repair of power failures and 10% associating it with grid 

maintenance.  This again reflects the greater level of market understanding among RoI {a9Ωǎ when 

compared with NI {a9Ωǎ. 
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Figure 9 shows the results for [9¦Ωǎ in NI and RoI which are similar to the SME results.  The NI LEU 

results are of note as these figures show a surprisingly low level of understanding of key aspects of 

responsibility for the maintenance and repair of the grid among these businesses with higher levels 

of electricity use. 

LEU  Northern Ireland  Republic of Ireland  

Role  NIE T & D Current 

Supplier  

5ƻƴΩǘ 

know  

ESB 

Networks  

Current 

Supplier  

5ƻƴΩǘ 

know 

Responsible for power 

failure repair 
53% 29% 18% 81% 11% 7% 

Maintenance of grid 60% 23% 16% 80% 9% 10% 

Responsible for Meter 

Reading 
16% 60% 19% 36% 49% 9% 

Responsible for billing 

and payment 
8% 72% 18% 8% 79% 9% 

Figure 9: LEU Business knowledge of respective roles of supply and transmission/distribution businesses in  

 

 

SME  Northern Ireland  Republic of Ireland  

Role  NIE T & D Current 

Supplier  

5ƻƴΩǘ 

know  

ESB 

Networks  

Current 

Supplier  

5ƻƴΩǘ 

know 

Responsible for power 

failure repair 
42% 31% 25% 77% 13% 9% 

Maintenance of grid 48% 26% 25% 80% 10% 9% 

Responsible for Meter 

Reading 
16% 56% 26% 30% 57% 11% 

Responsible for billing 

and payment 
10% 63% 24% 14% 78% 7% 

Figure 8: SME Business knowledge of respective roles of supply and transmission/distribution businesses in  
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Understanding of electricity pricing  
Residential and SME consumers typically have a lower level of understanding of the cost of products 

and services they consume and this would be expected to apply to electricity as well.  For [9¦Ωǎ, as 

larger and more sophisticated businesses, the expectation in advance of the research was that there 

would be a greater understanding of how electricity prices relate to input costs.   

Therefore, it is not reasonable to expect that {a9Ωǎ and residential consumers would provide an 

accurate assessment of the actual breakdown.  However, the responses clearly demonstrate the 

perceptions of how the price is established and understanding of the relative contribution of input 

costs (the price of fuel), infrastructure costs (grid), the efficiency of the supplier and the profit 

margin of the supplier.  These perceptions are significant as they will inform perceptions of value 

and perceptions of the opportunity for and expectations of further price reductions. 

Figure 10 ǎƘƻǿǎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ŎƻƴǎǳƳŜǊǎΩ estimation of the breakdown of electricity costs for NI 

and RoI.  There is a striking similarity in the estimates from both NI and RoI respondents with a high 

level of profit assumed by respondents (20% among RoI and 24% among NI).   

In the context of the RoI market, the implication of this estimation of the profit component is that 

consumers believe that there is additional opportunity for discounting and this may impact on 

satisfaction with the level of competition, if additional discounting is not made available. 

 

 

Figure 10:  Residential understanding of relative contribution of electricity cost components 
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Most residential consumers are not able to directly compare electricity prices in their own markets 

with those prevalent in other markets.  Therefore, perceptions of the level of pricing in both markets 

compared to other EU markets (including the Great Britain market which is predominantly 

competitive in the residential sector) primarily reflect media coverage.  As such it does provide 

another assessment of the perceptions of value and remains a useful indication of residential 

expectation of potential savings associated with greater competition.  The results for this question, 

asked of residential customers, are shown in Figure 11.  It shows very similar responses from both NI 

and RoI residential consumers with large majorities (NI: 76%; RoI: 77%) residential respondents 

believing that prices are higher in their market than elsewhere. 

Components of the price make-up for SME and LEU consumers in NI and RoI are shown in Figure 12: 

 Northern Ireland   Republic of Ireland  

 SME LEU SME LEU 

Profit made by the electricity supplier 19% 18% 16% 15% 

Cost of oil and gas used in generation 40% 39% 40% 43% 

Prices much more expensive than EU comparison 

countries 
39% 32% 41% 59% 

Prices more expensive than EU comparison countries 27% 34% 32% 23% 

Total (prices more or much more expensive) 66% 66% 73% 82% 

Figure 12: Business understanding of relative contribution electricity cost components 

While the estimate of the component associated with the cost of fuel used in generation are closer 

to the real figure than the equivalent residential figures, the SME and LEU figures in both markets 

also believe that the suppliers are the profitability of suppliers.  This suggests that {a9Ωǎ and [9¦Ωǎ 

still believe that there is further opportunity for price reduction.  The price comparisons of electricity 

in each market when compared to other markets are also shown in Figure 12:  In Northern Ireland, 

fewer businesses believed that their prices were higher than businesses in RoI where 82% of RoI 

Figure 11:  Residential consumer perception of the relative price of electricity compared with prices in other markets 
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[9¦Ωǎ and 73% of RoI {a9Ωǎ believe electricity prices to be higher, compared with 66% for both NI 

{a9Ωǎ ŀƴŘ bL [9¦Ωǎ 

Business respondents were also asked about the impact of the cost of electricity on their business.  

In both markets, a large majority of respondents believed that it is a significant challenge for their 

business (shown in Figure 13) with similar scores for {a9Ωǎ in both markets while LEU scores for NI 

are lower than for RoI.  Figure 14 shows that smaller majorities believe that the cost of electricity 

puts their business at a competitive disadvantage. 

 

 

The cost of electricity is 
a significant business 
challenge for my 
business. 
 

The cost of electricity 
puts my business at a 
competitive 
disadvantage to 
business based in other 
EU countries 
 

Figure 14:  Impact of electricity prices on competitive with businesses in other markets 

Figure 13: Challenge of electricity prices on business 
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However, it should be noted that while a majority of business consumers perceive the price of 

electricity as a significant challenge, business respondents reported a low level of reviewing of usage 

and associated cost within the business.  As shown in Figure 15, 19% of SME consumers never 

review usage and 12% never review the cost while 43% review usage annually and 49% review cost 

annually. As expected with the greater level of usage among LEUs, there are only 3% who never 

review usage and 2% never reviewing cost.  However, 43% started that they reviewed usage 

annually with 51% stating that they reviewed cost annually.  Figure 16 shows similar trends for 

Northern Ireland business consumers with higher levels of donΩt know reflecting the lack of reviews. 

These scores suggest that a majority of businesses in both Northern Ireland and Republic of Ireland 

are not tracking electricity usage and cost at the level required to control their usage and associated 

costs effectively. 

 

Figure 15:  Regularity of review of electricity costs and usage among RoI SME and LEU sectors 

Figure 16: Regularity of review of electricity costs and usage among NI SME and LEU sectors 
























































