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1. Executive Summary 
1.1 Background 
The Northern Ireland Authority for Utility Regulation (or the Utility Regulator as it is referred 
to on a day-to-day basis), exists to ensure that the utility industries in Northern Ireland are 
regulated and developed within the relevant strategic and legislative parameters.  
 
One of the Utility RegulatorΩǎ ƪŜȅ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƛǎ ǘƻ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘ ŎƻƴǎǳƳŜǊ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ 
effective regulation and the setting and monitoring of service standards that utility 
companies provide to customers in Northern Ireland. To this end, a Guaranteed Standards 
Scheme (GSS) for the electricity sector in Northern Ireland is already in place. There is a legal 
basis for implementing such standards in the water sector, and a legislative framework for 
GSS in the gas sector is under development.  GSS are already in place across all three utilities 
in Great Britain (GB). 
 
In line with the Utility RegulatorΩǎ ǎǘŀǘǳǘƻǊȅ ǊŜƳƛǘΣ ǘƘŜ drafting and implementation of GSS 
requires consultation with a representative sample of affected customers.  The Utility 
Regulator commissioned Perceptive Insight Market Research (PIMR) and Broadmind 
Consulting to design and conduct a comprehensive study with the aim of establishing the 
views of both domestic and non-domestic customers on issues relevant to the future 
establishment (water/gas) or updating (electricity) of Guaranteed Standards Schemes. 

1.2 Methodology 
The programme of research was multi-stranded, and consisted of a qualitative and 
quantitative approach to both domestic and non-domestic consumers to allow a 
comprehensive overview based on both detailed discussions and representative findings. 
 
In terms of domestic utility consumers, the qualitative phase comprised nine group 
discussions with a range of consumer types across Northern Ireland including older people, 
young families and people with disabilities. As well as consumer type and location, socio-
economic grouping was taken into account in recruiting focus group participants.  
 
The quantitative phase involved a face-to-face household survey of domestic customers 
(1,503 overall comprised of 1,000 water customers, 1,003 electricity customers and 1,003 
gas customers). Interviews were conducted with the head of the household or the person 
most responsible for dealing with utilities within the household, and the sample was based 
on the profile of NI householders drawn from census data and mid-year population 
estimates for Northern Ireland. The domestic survey findings can be taken as representing 
the views of the Northern Ireland population with an overall margin of error of +/-2.5%. 
 
For non-domestic utility consumers (including not only commercial customers but public 
service organisations such as hospitals and schools), the qualitative phase consisted of ten 
depth interviews, while the quantitative phase comprised a telephone survey of 411 
organisations. The non-domestic findings can be taken as representing the views of 
organisations in Northern Ireland with an overall margin of error of +/-4.8%. 
 
Finally, four semi-structured interviews with representatives of leading utility companies 
across all three sectors were conducted in order to gain an industry perspective on the 
proposed updating or implementation of GSS. 
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1.3 Utility companies 

Representatives from leading utility companies were confident of the standards of service 
they currently provide to domestic and non-domestic customers. Core concerns in relation 
to proposed GSS centred on the gap between the capacity of current systems and that 
required to successfully implement GSS. On a larger scale, utility companies did not wish to 
ǎŜŜ bƻǊǘƘŜǊƴ LǊŜƭŀƴŘΩǎ D{{ ƳƻŘŜƭƭŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƛƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘŜŘ ƛƴ DǊŜŀǘ .Ǌƛǘŀƛƴ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ 
territorial differences in infrastructure.  

As a consequence of concerns about the readiness of current systems and likely 
infrastructural issues, utility representatives spoke of potential damage to consumer 
confidence in their companies should GSS be implemented before companies can meet 
them. A phased-in implementation programme, alongside appropriate exemptions, was 
seen as necessary in light of these factors. 

Representatives from the water and gas sectors suggested that the cost implications of 
getting systems and infrastructures up to the standard suggested by proposed GSS would be 
broadly prohibitive and would have to be taken into account in Price Control, leading to the 
view that increased costs may inevitably be borne by the customer in the end.  

 

1.4 Domestic customers 
Awareness  

Both the qualitative and quantitative strands of the research found low levels of awareness 
of the Utility Regulator and its role, of GSS and of GSS payments. While less than one in five 
respondents (18%) reported being aware of the Utility Regulator, just one in ten (11%) had 
heard of GSS and one in six (15%) knew about GSS payments. The fact that a larger 
proportion of people knew about the payments for failing to meet standards than knew 
about the actual guaranteed standards suggests higher consumer awareness of the 
implications of GSS than of GSS per se. Overall these findings point to a need to ensure 
current and future GSS are promoted to raise consumer awareness. The majority of survey 
respondents (73%) and focus group participants believed individual utility companies should 
be responsible for making consumers aware of GSS. 
 

Views 

However, the concept - if not the terminology - of GSS is readily understood by most 
domestic customers through their experience with other service providers, particularly 
telecommunication and satellite television providers. The programme of qualitative research 
found that domestic consumers tend not to think of standards of service in utilities in the 
way they might for other services they purchase (such as telecommunications), and while 
the idea of GSS was welcomed, participants were less certain about the idea of payments for 
failing to meet standards.  
 
This uncertainty was due mainly to concerns about who ultimately pays for the GSS 
payments (i.e. would it ultimately be the consumer?), whether such payments would be 
better reinvested into services rather than passed back to consumers, and whether the 
standards might be counterproductive in terms of encouraging utility companies to focus on 
meeting narrow individual standards rather than improving overall service. The Utility 
Regulator may, in light of this evidence, wish to consider the extent to which standards can ς 
and should ς drive investment in utility infrastructures. 
 
Further, many focus group participants suggested that it may be preferable to implement 
high level fines for utility companies who fail to meet service standards rather than 
implementing a consumer-focussed payment system. All qualitative participants and nine 
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out of ten respondents (92%) suggested that it should be the utility companies and their 
shareholders who bear the ultimate cost of GSS payments.  
 
Despite this, the quantitative survey suggests a significant majority of consumers are in 
favour of setting guaranteed standards of service, with varying degrees of support according 
to the aspect of service in question (from a low of 48% to a high of 96%). The majority (86% 
of respondents) also believe implementing GSS payments where a standard has not been 
met is a good idea, and that payments are a good way of improving utility services (92% of 
respondents).  

 

Format of payments 

The study indicates that the majority of consumers believe that payments should be made 
automatically, with most qualitative participants and nine out of ten survey respondents 
(90%) stating a preference for automatic rather than claimed payments.  It was felt that this 
would be a fair way to treat all consumers and ensure that access to the payments was not 
restricted to those who know about them and who have the time to make a claim. It could 
be inferred that this finding is related to the low awareness of GSS and GSS payments noted 
above, and the feeling that consumers may not be getting something they are entitled to 
due to lack of knowledge about eligibility. 
 

Exemptions to GSS payments 

It is common practice for service providers in general and utility companies in particular to 
outline circumstances which are seen as exceptional (such as extreme weather conditions) 
and which exempt companies from guaranteeing normal standards of service. This topic 
gave rise to mixed views in both strands of the research. Aside from acts of terrorism (43% 
support for exemptions), the majority of survey respondents thought that utility companies 
should still have to make payments in exceptional circumstances: almost three-quarters 
thought that payments should still be made during strike action by employees (74%); two-
thirds thought that they should still be made in the case of accidental damage by a third 
party (66%); and more than half thought they should still be made in extreme weather 
conditions (56%) or cases of vandalism (54%). 
 
Most participants in the qualitative research recognised that there would be some 
ŜȄŎŜǇǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŎƛǊŎǳƳǎǘŀƴŎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƳƛƎƘǘ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ǘƘŜ ǳǘƛƭƛǘȅ ŎƻƳǇŀƴƛŜǎΩ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ƳŜŜǘ ǘƘŜ D{{Φ  
Whilst there was a degree of leniency afforded to the companies in these circumstances a 
few participants were of the view that the companies should be able to cope in exceptional 
circumstances and therefore GSS should continue to apply. There was also concern that 
exemptions should not be applied where proper maintenance or suitable human resource 
management would have sufficed (such as exemptions for supply interruptions due to 
weather conditions exacerbated by poor maintenance, or industrial disputes). In particular, 
strike action by employees was not regarded as an appropriate basis for making exceptions 
to the standards guaranteed to customers. 

 

Consumer priorities 

The research indicates that reliability of supply is the prime concern of consumers across all 
three utilities. According to the representative survey of domestic customers, consumer 
priorities for the setting of standards were:  
 

 The time taken to restore supply (96% of respondents seeing it as important to have 
a GSS for this aspect of service);  
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 Setting a minimum amount of notice for planned interruptions to supply (86% of 
respondents); and 

 Setting a standard for interruptions exceeding the expected time (79% of 
respondents). 

 
The aspects of service least likely to be regarded as priorities for guaranteed standards of 
service were: 
 

 The time taken to change a payment method (48% of respondents); 

 Having a two hour time slot for appointments (52%, and a notable contrast from the 
importance attached to this aspect of service within the qualitative research); and  

 The time taken to respond to bill queries (59% of respondents). 

 

Generic standards 

The research points to a strong desire for consistent standards and payments across each of 
the three utilities where these are applicable, primarily to make it easier for consumers to 
understand entitlement in various situations: this was the view of the majority of qualitative 
participants and 97% of survey respondents. Despite this preference for consistency where 
possible, the findings suggest that consumers expect levels of payment to reflect the reason 
for the payment, and specifically the impact on the customer. 
 
Non-domestic survey respondents placed the greatest emphasis on having a GSS ensuring 
response to emergency call outs within a fixed amount of time, with 90% of survey 
respondents wishing to see a standard for this aspect of service, and just over half (53%) 
suggesting  it was the most important aspect of generic services. 
 
¢ƘŜ ǉǳŀƭƛǘŀǘƛǾŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜŘ ŘƛǎǎŀǘƛǎŦŀŎǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǘȅǇƛŎŀƭ ΨƘŀƭŦ-ŘŀȅΩ ŦƻǊƳŀǘ ƻŦ ǳǘƛƭƛǘȅ 
appointments (due to the need to take leave from employment), although this was rated 
less highly by survey respondents (with 52% believing a GSS guaranteeing a two-hour time 
slot was important). Missed appointments in particular were viewed unacceptable, but both 
participants and respondents felt that 24 hours notice that an appointment cannot be kept 
was sufficient. 
 
The tables below provide a summary of qualitative and quantitative feedback on a range of 
GSS covering generic areas of service. 
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Generic standards ς queries, complaints and appointments 

Aspect of service 
Appointment 

setting/keeping 
Dealing with complaints Meter accuracy queries 

Standard 

Customer can request  a 
2 hour time slot within 
morning/afternoon set 
by utility company; 
Utility company must 
give 24 hours notice if 
unable to keep 
appointment 

Utility company will 
respond to complaints 
within 10 working days 

Utility company will make an 
appointment within 7 
working days; 
If a visit is not required, an 
explanation will be provided 
within 5 working days 

Payment level £20 £20 £25 

Current in NI? 
(Electricity) 

No No  Yes 

Current in GB? 
Yes  

(Gas and Water) 
Yes  

(Gas and Water) 
Yes (Gas: payment level £20) 

Importance to 
consumers 

Medium Medium Medium 

Satisfaction with 
proposed terms 
(qualitative)  

High Low Low 

Satisfaction with 
proposed terms 
(quantitative) 

High Low Low 

Recommended 
revisions 

 1-2 days notice that 
appointment cannot 
be kept regarded as 
minimum required 

 Telephone contact 20-
30 min before 
appointment seen as 
convenient 

 10 working days 
regarded as sufficient 
so long as a resolution 
(rather than just 
acknowledgment of 
the complaint) is 
guaranteed 

 

 Timescale seen as excessive 
ς 5 working days suggested 

 Clarify the GSS ς is 
timescale to arrange an 
appointment or to arrange 
and visit? 

 Timescale should begin 
from the time the 
consumer makes the 
company aware, even if the 
query was raised outside of 
standard working hours 
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Generic standards ς payment/billing issues 

Aspect of service Bill/payment queries Changing method of 
payment 

Making refunds 

Standard Utility company will 
respond to query in 5 
working days 

Utility company will 
respond to request to 
change payment 
method within 5 
working days 

Utility company will make any 
due refunds within: 

 5 working days (qualitative); 
or 

 10 working days (quantitative) 

Payment level £25 £20 £25 

Current in NI? 
(Electricity) 

Yes No
1
 Yes 

Current in GB? Yes  
(Water: 10 working days) 

Yes  
(Water) 

No 

Importance to 
consumers 

Medium Low Medium 

Satisfaction with 
proposed terms 
(qualitative)  

Low High High 

Satisfaction with 
proposed terms 
(quantitative) 

Medium High Medium 

Recommended 
revisions 

 Timescale seen as 
excessive for routine 
queries; 

 GSS should guarantee 
resolution of query 
within given timeframe 
rather than response 
only 

 None  10 day timescale seen as 
excessive; 

 5 day timescale seen as 
acceptable 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

                                                 
1
 Although a standard exists for voltage complaints 
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Supply standards 

The research found that reliability of supply is crucial to consumer satisfaction with utilities. 
In particular, focus group discussions pointed to the importance of knowing what to expect 
and to a desire to be kept informed in the event of planned and unplanned interruptions. 
 
A slight majority of survey respondents believed that restoration of supply in normal 
conditions should be guaranteed within 4 hours; this finding was consistent across all three 
utilities, but was reported by a higher proportion of electricity respondents (59%) than gas 
(51%) or water respondents (54%). 
 
The table below summarises participant and respondent views on GSS relating to supply 
issues. 
 
 

Utility supply standards ς electric, gas, water 

Aspect of service Time taken to restore supply 
(normal conditions) 

Notice for planned interruption to supply 
lasting more than 4 hours 

Standard Utility company will restore supply 
within 24 hours 

Utility company will provide at least 3 days 
notice in writing of planned interruptions 

Payment level £50 
+£25 for each additional 12hrs 

£25 

Current in NI? 
(Electricity) 

Yes Yes 

Current in GB? Yes 
(Gas: £30 

+£30 for each additional  24hrs) 

Yes 
(Water: 48 hours notice; 

Gas: 5 working days notice) 

Importance to 
consumers 

Very High High 

Satisfaction with 
proposed terms 
(qualitative)  

Low High 

Satisfaction with 
proposed terms 
(quantitative) 

Low High 

Recommended 
revisions 

 Shorter restoration time 

 Consumers across all three utilities 
believe restoration in normal 
conditions should be guaranteed 
within 4 hours 

 Standard should also guarantee the 
ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅΩǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ƛŦ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǊǳǇǘƛƻƴ 
lasts longer than expected and stated 
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Electricity services 

Quantitative findings suggest that electricity services are not problematic for the majority of 
consumers, with just one in ten (10%) having experienced a problem or issue with their 
electricity in the previous 12 months, and the majority of these related to bill or payment 
queries.   
 
With qualitative findings pointing to continuity of supply as the single most important aspect 
of services for consumers across all three utilities, the quantitative findings suggest such 
interruptions affect a minority of electricity consumers (74% of respondents reported no 
supply interruptions in the previous 12 months and power was restored within 4 hours for 
60% - the largest proportion - of these).   
 
The following tables provide an overview of opinion of current electricity GSS. 
 
 

Electricity standards ς Fuses and meter problems 

Aspect of service Main fuse replacement Pre-payment meter problems 

Standard Utility company will replace within 3 
hours during a working day and 4 
hours on any other day 

Utility company will respond within 3 hours 
during a working day and 4 hours on any 
other day 

Payment level £25 £25 

Current in NI? 
(Electricity) 

Yes Yes 

Current in GB? Not applicable ς  
research asked about NI Electricity standards only 

Importance to 
consumers 

Medium Medium 

Satisfaction with 
proposed terms 
(qualitative)  

Medium Medium 

Satisfaction with 
proposed terms 
(quantitative) 

N/A N/A 

Recommended 
revisions 

 Timescale should begin from time 
consumer makes company aware 
of issue ς whether inside working 
hours or not 

 In cases where supply is affected, 
timescale should begin from the time the 
company is made aware of the issue ς 
whether inside working hours or not 
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Electricity standards ς Quoting & connecting new supply/voltage 

Aspect of service Providing an 
estimate for a new 

supply 

Connecting a new supply Voltage complaint 

Standard Utility company will 
provide estimate 
within 7 working 
days for small jobs 
and 15 working days 
for large jobs 

Utility company will connect 
a new domestic supply 
within 2 working days 

Utility company will make an 
appointment within 7 
working days; 
If a visit is not required, an 
explanation will be provided 
within 5 working days 

Payment level £50 £25 £25 

Current in NI? 
(Electricity) 

Yes Yes Yes 

Current in GB? Not applicable ς  
research asked about NI Electricity standards only 

Importance to 
consumers 

Low Medium Medium 

Satisfaction with 
proposed terms 
(qualitative)  

Low Medium Low 

Satisfaction with 
proposed terms 
(quantitative) 

N/A N/A N/A 

Recommended 
revisions 

 Shorter timescale 
desired for both 
small and large 
jobs 

 Prioritisation of those 
with no alternative 
accommodation 

 Clarify the GSS ς is 
timescale to arrange an 
appointment or to arrange 
and visit? 

 Quicker response time 

 Preference for issue to be 
resolved rather than 
receive GSS payment 
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Gas services 

The research found differences between domestic and non-domestic experiences of gas 
services, with a much higher level of issues evidenced for domestic customers. One in ten 
domestic respondents (11%) had experienced at least one interruption to supply in the 
previous 12 months, and almost half (49%) of these interruptions were reported as lasting 
longer than 24 hours. It is worth noting that the level of reported interruptions experienced 
by domestic customers is higher not only when compared to non domestic customers but 
also in comparison to the figures recorded by the gas companies themselves.  While the 
survey did not probe to determine the source of the interruption it is fair to assume that 
some of these interruptions could be due to reasons other than network failure.  For 
example boiler breakdowns and self-disconnection by those who have pre-payment meters 
could potentially be included in this figure. 
 
One of the main service issues to emerge from the qualitative research was the frequency of 
meter readings, with many participants stating that they did not know if, when and how 
often their meter was read.  Together, these findings indicate that domestic gas consumers 
in NI have more service issues than water or electricity consumers. 
 
In line with findings for the electricity sector, the quantitative evidence suggests that the 
highest proportion of non-domestic gas customers would like to see a GSS in place which 
guarantees a fixed notice period for planned supply interruptions lasting more than 4 hours, 
with eight out of ten survey respondents overall believing such a standard was important 
and four out of ten reporting this to be the single most important aspect of gas services. The 
largest proportion of respondents regarded 24-48 hours as an appropriate notice period for 
planned interruptions. 
 
The table overleaf summarises views of GSS standards relating to gas. 
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Gas standards  

Aspect of service Reinstatement of 
premises 

Alternative supply for 
priority customers 

Problems with pre-payment 
meters 

Standard Utility company will 
return premises to 
original condition 
within 5 working days 
of work completing 

During supply 
interruptions, the utility 
company will provide 
alternative heating and 
cooking facilities for 
priority domestic 
customers within 4 hrs (or 
within 8 hrs if more than 
250 non-priority 
customers are affected) 

Utility company will repair or 
replace pre-payment meters 
within 4 hours 

Payment level £50 £24 £20 

Current in NI?  Not applicable ς Current NI standards cover Electricity sector only 

Current in GB? (Gas) Yes Yes Yes 

Importance to 
consumers 

Medium 
High 

High 

Satisfaction with 
proposed terms 
(qualitative)  

Low High Medium 

Satisfaction with 
proposed terms 
(quantitative) 

N/A N/A N/A 

Recommended 
revisions 

 Shorter timescale  Provide clearer 
definition of priority 
customers to promote 
better understanding 

 Timescale should begin 
from time consumer 
makes company aware of 
issue ς whether inside of 
working hours or not 
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Water and sewerage services 

The quantitative research suggests that water and sewerage services are the least 
problematic of the three utilities for consumers, with nine out of ten water respondents 
(91%) having no service issues in the previous 12 months. However, it should be noted that, 
unlike gas and electricity customers, water customers have no reason to make contact for 
billing and payment issues. Of those who had experienced service difficulties, incidents of 
supply interruption, low pressure or external flooding were the most common issues. 
 
Eight out of ten respondents (83%) had experienced no interruptions to their water supply in 
the previous 12 months; of those who had interruptions, four out of ten (40%) were of less 
than 4 hours duration while 15% lasted more than 24 hours.  
 
Consumer priorities for the sector lie around guaranteed standards for internal and external 
sewer flooding (97% of respondents believing each should have a standard), with the time 
taken to respond and the time taken to resolve the problem with the sewerage system being 
the most important aspects of the standard. 
 
The table below summarises views of GSS standards relating to water. 
 

Water standards  - flooding and pressure 

Aspect of service Internal flooding from 
sewers 

External flooding from 
sewers 

Low water pressure 

Standard Utility company will 
make GSS payment  

Utility company will make 
GSS payment 

GSS payment made if 
pressure is  below 
minimum standard on 2 
occasions lasting more 
than 1 hr within 28 days 

Payment level Amount equal to annual 
sewer charges 

(min £150-max £1,000) 

Amount equal to half annual 
sewer charges 

(min £75-max £500) 
£25 

Current in NI?  Not applicable ς Current NI standards cover Electricity sector only 

Current in GB? 
(Water) 

Yes Yes Yes 

Importance to 
consumers 

Very High Very High High 

Satisfaction with 
proposed terms 
(qualitative)  

Low Low 
Low 

Satisfaction with 
proposed terms 
(quantitative) 

Low Low N/A 

Recommended 
revisions 

 Standards should specify aspects of response. 

 Aspects in descending order of importance: 
o Time taken to respond 
o Time taken to resolve problem 
o Time taken and assistance with cleaning 
o Time taken to provide compensation 
o Information/explanation 

 Preference for pressure 
issue to be resolved 
rather than receive GSS 
payment 
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1.5 Non-domestic customers 
Awareness and views of GSS 

Despite a low awareness of current GSS within the electricity sector (17% of non-domestic 
customers), the idea of GSS across utilities was widely welcomed (by all qualitative 
interviewees and 91% of survey respondents). GSS were viewed as a means of driving and 
sustaining improved service, although there was cynicism regarding how realistic the specific 
levels of service contained within the current electricity and proposed gas and water GSS 
were, and how strictly these standards would be enforced.  
 
A key finding was that qualitative interviewees showed little desire to see GSS payments 
implemented for non-domestic customers, suggesting that the payment levels in 
conjunction with the administrative costs of recouping due payments rendered them at best 
irrelevant and at worst a net loss to consumers like them. Survey respondents showed 
greater support for GSS payments, with more than three-quarters (79%) believing payments 
would be a good mechanism to ensure standards are met (7% suggested payments would 
not achieve this goal and a relatively high 14% reported being unsure). 
 

Generic services 

As for domestic consumers, the research suggests that supply reliability is the main concern 
for non-domestic consumers. Also in line with the findings for domestic consumers, there 
was a strong desire amongst non-domestic consumers for standardisation of as many GSS as 
possible across utilities to provide standards that would be uniform and easy for customers 
to understand. 
 
Within the generic aspects of service, non-domestic customers placed the greatest emphasis 
on having a GSS ensuring response to emergency call outs within a fixed amount of time, 
with nine out of ten survey respondents (90%) wishing to see a standard for this aspect of 
service, and over half (53%) suggesting it was the most important aspect of generic services. 
 

Electricity services 

The research found that non-domestic consumers generally had good experiences of 
electricity services and reliability of supply, with six out of ten non-domestic respondents 
(61%) having experienced no interruption to supply in the previous 12 months. The 
qualitative findings also suggest that meter accuracy, billing and communication are 
problematic for non-domestic consumers, and that there is general dissatisfaction with 
current tariffs. 
 
Both the qualitative and quantitative research showed that supply reliability was the prime 
concern for non-domestic customers. Almost eight out of ten survey respondents (79%) felt 
that having a fixed amount of notice for interruptions to supply lasting longer than 4 hours 
was important, while almost one-third (31%) viewed this as the single most important aspect 
of electricity services.  
 
There was also significant support for a GSS in relation to the time taken to respond to 
issues, with a similar proportion of respondents (76%) feeling such a standard was 
important, and over one-fifth (21%) seeing this as the single most important aspect of 
service to consider in developing GSS for the electricity sector.  
 

Gas services 

Both the qualitative and quantitative strands of the research indicate that non-domestic 
customersΩ most positive utility experiences are in relation to gas, with 97% of survey 
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respondents having experienced no interruption to supply in the previous 12 months. 
Despite this, the evidence points to a higher degree of emergency call outs for gas 
consumers than for water or electricity consumers (12% compared to 7% and 8% 
respectively). 
 
In line with findings for the electricity sector, the largest proportion of non-domestic gas 
customers wanted to see a GSS in place that guarantees a fixed notice period for planned 
supply interruptions lasting more than 4 hours, with eight out of ten survey respondents 
(80%) thinking such a standard was important and almost half (48%) seeing this as the single 
most important aspect of gas services for consideration in implementing GSS. 
 

Water and sewerage services 

Of the three utilities, non-domestic water customers had the least positive consumer 
experiences. This is reflected not only by comments about difficulties with communication 
and responsiveness made in the qualitative phase of the research, but also by the 
quantitative finding that the water sector had the highest level of complaints (9% compared 
to 4% in each of the other two utility sectors) and the highest incidence of interruptions to 
ǎǳǇǇƭȅ ǳǇ ǘƻ ōƻǘƘ мн ƘƻǳǊǎΩ Řuration (7% compared to 1% in gas and 5% in electricity) and 
нп ƘƻǳǊǎΩ ŘǳǊŀǘƛƻƴ όр҈ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŜŘ ǘƻ м҈ ƛƴ Ǝŀǎ ŀƴŘ л҈ ƛƴ ǿŀǘŜǊύΦ Meter accuracy and cost 
were highlighted as non-domestic consumer concerns within the sector. 
 
Ensuring the quality of drinking water was seen as the highest priority in relation to 
proposed GSS for the water and sewerage sector, with eight out of ten survey respondents 
(84%) seeing this as important and almost one-third (30%) seeing it as the single most 
important aspect of services. However, reliability of supply remained a core concern with 
eight out of ten respondents (84%) wishing to see a GSS for having a fixed period of notice 
for supply interruption of longer than 4 hours and just over one-fifth (22%) seeing this as the 
single most important aspect of services.  

 

Overview of priorities 

The table below illustrates non-ŘƻƳŜǎǘƛŎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŎƻƴǎǳƳŜǊ ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘƛŜǎ ŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 
proportion believing that aspect of service should have a GSS as well as the proportion 
proposing that aspect was most important for consideration as a GSS within the generic or 
specific utility categories. 
 

Non-domestic priorities 

Importance to 
non-domestic 
consumers 

1 (highest) 2 3 

Aspect of Service Response to emergency call 
outs in a fixed amount of 

time 

Fixed notice of planned 
interruptions to supply 
lasting longer than 4 

hours 

Ensuring quality of 
drinking water 

Utility  
Generic ς across electricity, 

gas and water 

Generic, but strongest 
support evidenced within 

the electricity and gas 
sectors 

Water 

Standard Setting a maximum time 
within which the utility 
company will respond to an 
emergency call out 

Setting a minimum notice 
period for planned 
interruptions to supply 

Setting and guaranteeing 
a minimum quality level 
for drinking water to 
meet 
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2. Introduction 
2.1 Background 
The Northern Ireland Authority for Utility Regulation, or the Utility Regulator as it is referred 
to on a day to day basis, was first established in 1992 following the privatisation of the 
Northern Ireland electricity industry. This role was subsequently extended in 1996 to cover 
gas, and in April 2007 the Utility Regulator also became the economic and customer service 
ǊŜƎǳƭŀǘƻǊ ŦƻǊ bƻǊǘƘŜǊƴ LǊŜƭŀƴŘΩǎ ǿŀǘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ǎŜǿŜǊŀƎŜ ǎŜŎǘƻǊΦ 
   
The Utility RegulatorΩǎ role is to ensure that the utility industries in Northern Ireland are 
regulated and developed within the strategic policy parameters set out by Ministers and in 
the relevant legislation.  The Utility Regulator exercises its broad range of functions in line 
with statutory duties set out in the Energy (Northern Ireland) Order 2003 and the Water and 
Sewerage Services (Northern Ireland) Order 2006. 
  
The main function of the Utility Regulator is to protect customer interests through effective 
regulation. This is achieved by: 
  

 Protecting the interests of current and future consumers by effective and 
transparent scrutiny and regulation of regulated companies; 

 Issuing and maintaining licences for gas, electricity and water companies to 
operate in Northern Ireland; 

 Protecting vulnerable utility customers in Northern Ireland; 

 Ensuring that utility companies comply with the relevant legalisation and licence 
obligations; 

 Encouraging regulated companies to be more efficient and responsive to 
customers; 

 Controlling the prices that utility companies charge to customers in Northern 
Ireland;  

 Working to encourage competition in the gas and electricity markets; 

 Setting and monitoring standards of service which utility companies provide to 
customers in Northern Ireland; 

 Acting as an adjudicator on certain customer complaints, disputes and appeals; 
and 

 Carrying out its duties with the environment and sustainability in mind. 
 

2.2 Guaranteed Standards Scheme 
In its role of setting and monitoring standards of services that utilities provide to customers 
in Northern Ireland, the Utility Regulator already has in place a Guaranteed Standards 
Scheme (GSS) for the electricity sector and a legal basis for implementing such standards in 
the water sector.  The gas sector does not yet have the similar legislative framework in place 
for GSS but this is under development and is likely take up to 18 months to implement.   
 
The electricity GSS has established standards for a range of services including replacing the 
main fuse, restoring electricity after a fault, installing a meter and turning on the supply, 
providing a cost for a new electricity supply, dealing with complaints about voltage, meter 
accuracy queries , queries about bills and payments, keeping appointments and dealing with 
problems related to pre-payment meters. 
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Although the GSS scheme is yet to be agreed for the water sector, this type of scheme 
already exists in GB and includes standards for making and keeping appointments, 
responding to account queries, responding to complaints, interruptions to the water supply, 
planned interruptions, unplanned interruptions, sewer flooding, low pressure, payments and 
compensation in the event of drought. 
 
In Great Britain (GB), gas transporters operate to guaranteed service standards in relation to 
supply restorŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǊŜƛƴǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ŎǳǎǘƻƳŜǊΩǎ ǇǊŜƳƛǎŜǎΣ provision of heating and cooking 
facilities for priority domestic customers, notification of planned supply interruptions, 
responding to complaints, the provision of new connections and quotations, responses to 
enquiries, provision of commencement and completion dates, and payments. 

2.3 Establishing the views of customers 

The Utility RegulatorΩǎ ŜȄƛǎǘƛƴƎ ǎǘŀǘǳǘƻǊȅ ǊŜƳƛǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŜƭŜŎǘǊƛŎƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǿŀǘŜǊ ǎŜŎǘƻǊǎ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜ ƛǘ 
to establish the views of a representative sample of affected customers prior to 
implementing a GSS for those sectors.  As such, the Utility Regulator wished to commission a 
comprehensive research study with the aim of establishing the views of customers on issues 
relevant to the future establishment (water/gas) or updating (electricity) of Guaranteed 
Standards Schemes. 

A cross-directorate working group comprising the Utility Regulator, the Consumer Council 
and the Northern Ireland Statistics and Research Agency (NISRA) was established to support 
the programme of research.  The objective of this group was to report to the Utility 
wŜƎǳƭŀǘƻǊΩǎ Senior Management Team on proposals for the use of external professional 
expertise in the project fieldwork, potential data protection concerns, initial assessment of 
the options for, and focus of, the quantitative element of the research. 

2.4 Terms of reference 

The Utility Regulator commissioned a team from Perceptive Insight Market Research (PIMR) 
and Broadmind Consulting to design and implement an appropriate programme of research. 
The study encompassed both qualitative and quantitative research techniques and included 
both domestic and industrial/commercial customers.  The overall objectives of the research 
were: 

 To design a robust programme of research with affected customers, including sampling 
and questionnaire design; 

 To implement the research with customers to assess their views and opinions on the GSS 
as it applies to electricity, water and gas; 

 To provide a comprehensive report detailing the key findings from the research and the 
implications and recommendations for each of the utility sectors; and 

 To maintain a close working relationship with the Utility Regulator project team at all 
stages of the project. 

The programme of research took place between November 2009 and March 2010.  
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Project planning

Design of topic guides and 

recruitment questionnaires

9 group

discussions 

with domestic 

customers

4 interviews 

with utility 

representatives

Interim reporting

Qualitative phase

Quantitative phase

Sample design

Design and pilot of questionnaires

1,503 in-home 

interviews
- 1,003 gas

- 1,000 water

- 1,003 electricity

411 interviews with 

non-domestic

customers

Data processing, analysis and reporting

10 interviews

with 

non-domestic 

customers

3. Methodology 
In this section we provide a brief overview of the steps taken to design and implement the 
research. Further details can be found in Appendix A.  

3.1 Overview 
The qualitative phase comprised nine group discussions with domestic customers, 10 in-
depth interviews with non-domestic customers and four interviews with representatives of 
leading utility companies across all three sectors. The quantitative phase involved a 
telephone survey of non-domestic customers (411 businesses) and a household survey of 
domestic customers (1503 overall, comprised 1,000 water customers, 1,003 electricity 
customers and 1,003 gas customers).  Figure 3.1.1 below provides a graphic illustration of 
the main stages of the study, with an overview of the approach outlined in the following 
paragraphs. Further details are available at Appendix A. 
 
Figure 3.1.1: Overview of approach to the research  
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3.2 Domestic customers 

Qualitative phase 

The nine focus groups were recruited to include a range of customer types across Northern 
Ireland representing the different types of utility consumers (See Appendix A). A topic guide 
was designed to structure the focus group discussions (see Appendix B). The groups were 
moderated by our team of experienced research consultants and took place between 1st 
December and 9th December 2009.  
 

Quantitative phase 

A questionnaire and sample frame were designed to measure and assess domestic 
ŎǳǎǘƻƳŜǊǎΩ ǾƛŜǿǎ ƛƴ ŀ Ǌƻōǳǎǘ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛǾŜ ƳŀƴƴŜǊΦ !ŦǘŜǊ ŀ Ǉƛƭƻǘ of 20 respondents, 
1,503 interviews were conducted face-to-ŦŀŎŜ ƛƴ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜƴǘǎΩ ƘƻƳŜǎ ǳǎƛƴƎ ŀ ǉǳƻǘŀ ōŀǎŜŘ 
sampling approach based on randomly selected sampling points across Northern Ireland. 
Interviews were conducted with the head of the household or the person most responsible 
for dealing with utilities within the household. Interviewing took place between 28 January 
and 15 March. Sample design was based on the profile of NI householders drawn from 
census data and mid-year population estimates for NI. (See Appendix A)  

3.3 Non-domestic customers 

Qualitative phase 

10 semi-structured depth interviews were carried out with a range of non-domestic 
customer types. A number of organisations were identified and selected for interview based 
on the specified criteria (see Appendix A). A semi-structured topic guide was developed. (See 
Appendix C). All interviews took place between the 7th December and 17th December.  
 

Quantitative phase 

A questionnaire was designed for CATI (Computer Assisted Telephone Interviewing) 
implementation. A sample frame was designed to achieve 411 interviews with organisations 
across a range of sizes and sectors as well as across the three utilities (See Appendix A). As 
the majority of businesses in Northern Ireland are small, the sample was stratified by size 
and sector, and reweighted at the analysis stage to reflect the Northern Ireland profile. A 
pilot was conducted with 5 respondents, and interviewing took place between 8 February 
and 5 March 2010.  

3.4 Utility companies 
In addition to the research with domestic and non-domestic customers, unstructured 
interviews were conducted with representatives from four of the leading utility companies, 
representing an opportunity for the utility companies to contribute to the research.  
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4. Key findings: views of domestic 
customers 

In this section we provide a detailed analysis of the views of domestic customers in relation 
to Guaranteed Standards of Service (GSS) across all three utilities. The findings are based on 
an overview of the key issues that were discussed during the qualitative focus group 
discussions with domestic customers as well as an outline of views expressed within the 
quantitative household survey.  For further detail on the profile of survey respondents, 
please see Appendix A.  
 
This section has been structured under the following headings: 
 

 4.1 Overview of customer priorities; 

 4.2 Overview of customer experience; 

 4.3 Awareness and views of the principle of GSS; 

 4.4 Views on the generic aspects of GSS; 

 4.5 Views on GSS in relation to electricity; 

 4.6 Views on GSS in relation to gas; and 

 4.7 Views on GSS in relation to water. 

4.1 Overview of customer priorities 
During the qualitative research, prior to the more detailed discussion on current and 
potential GSS,  focus group participants were asked about their previous experience as utility 
consumers, including questions about dealing with utility companies, their levels of 
satisfaction and priorities in relation to the supply of electricity, water and gas. 
 
All participants stressed the importance of having a reliable supply of electricity, water and 
gas.  Any interruption was viewed as having an impact, and the longer the interruption the 
greater the impact.  Alongside having a reliable supply participants also commented that 
affordability of electricity and gas was also a priority.  Although water billing was raised as an 
issue within each group, discussion of this matter was not developed in order to retain the 
focus on GSS. 
 
Some participants also highlighted, without prompting, the issue of the appointment system 
within the utilities.  The inconvenience of a not being given a specified appointment time 
was the main cause of dissatisfaction. 
 
In line with the qualitative finding that reliability of supply is the highest priority, the 
quantitative research found that the aspect that most respondents wanted a GSS for was of 
the time taken to restore supply (Figure 4.1.1 and Figure 4.1.2). The vast majority (96%) 
regarded it as important to have a standard for this aspect of service with 78% regarding it 
as extremely important. Similarly, 86% felt it was important to have a standard guaranteeing 
a minimum amount of notice for planned interruptions to supply with 60% overall regarding 
it as extremely important. The third highest priority related to applying a standard to 
interruptions exceeding the expected time, with over three-quarters (79%) suggesting a 
standard for this aspect was important and over half (51%) believing this to be very 
important. 
 
The aspects of service that were less likely to be regarded as priorities for guaranteed 
standards of service were those relating to the time taken to change a payment method 
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(48% rating this important), having a two hour time slot for appointments (52% seeing this 
as important, and the time taken to respond to bill queries (59% seeing this as important). It 
is interesting to note that the quantitative evidence points to two-hour appointment slots as 
being of lesser importance than the qualitative evidence suggested. 
 
Figure 4.1.1: Respondent views on whether aspects of generic service should have a GSS 
(1) 

 
 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.1.2: Respondent views on whether aspects of generic service should have a GSS 
(2) 
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Respondents were also given the opportunity to nominate other aspects of service for which 
they felt it was important to have a GSS (Table 4.1.1).  
 
Table 4.1.1: Other (unprompted) aspects of service for which there should be a GSS 

Aspect of service 
(Base: All respondents) 

Percentage 
1,503 (weighted) 

Prices/charges 1% 

Water quality 1% 

Response times 1% 

Maintenance and repairs 1% 

Others 2% 

No answer 94% 

 

4.2 Overview of customer experience 
The qualitative research found that, overall, participants were broadly satisfied with the 
supply of each of the three utilities, which was their highest service priority.  Interruptions to 
supply were reported as being infrequent, particularly for gas supply. 
 
A number of participants across all areas had recent direct experience of a supply 
interruption in relation to electricity and a few referred to flooding that had happened in 
their town in the previous two years.  Those who had this experience drew upon it during 
the discussion.  Other prior experience included one participant who had a meter accuracy 
issue in relation to their electricity.  A small number mentioned issues with intermittent low 
water pressure, which they attributed to the occasional heavy use of water by their 
neighbours. 
 
These findings were mirrored in the quantitative research, which points to a high level of 
service and low level of issues across all three utilities (Table 4.2.1). Within electricity one in 
ten respondents (10%) had experienced a problem or an issue which required contacting the 
electricity company. The largest proportion had experience of telephoning to query a bill or 
contacting the company to request a change of payment method. At just 2% of respondents 
in each of these cases, and with nine out of ten respondents (90%) having experienced no 
problems or cause to contact their supplier, the survey suggests that electricity services are 
largely unproblematic for a majority of consumers. 
 
In terms of gas services, interaction with the gas company was highest of all three utilities, 
with one in five respondents (24%) reporting experience of an issue that required contacting 
the gas company. The most common reason for this contact was for a pre-arranged visit by 
the company (7%), although it is fair to say that this could reflect higher rather than lower 
service standards.  
 
Telephone queries about matters other than billing were the next most common reason for 
contact with gas companies (6%). While it is not possible to determine conclusively whether 
this contact reflects service problems or a general tendency to be cautious of safety 
concerns in relation to gas (e.g. contacting the company if gas can be smelled in the area), 
we can infer that the level of contact relates to service issues from the finding that the level 
of supply interruptions in gas (5% more than 24 hours; 7% more than 12 hours) and of 
complaints (5%) are the highest of all three utilities and in line with the proportion of 
respondents contacting gas companies (6%). However, with seven out of ten respondents 
(76%) having experienced no problems or cause to contact their supplier, the survey 
suggests that gas services are unproblematic for the majority of consumers. 
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The survey found that water services were the least problematic of the three utilities, 
although it should be noted that respondents were asked about fewer service aspects of this 
utility due to the current absence of water metering and charging. Nine out of ten 
respondents (91%) had experienced no problems or cause to contact their supplier. The 
most common reasons for contact with NI Water were interruptions to supply, ongoing 
incidences of low pressure and flooding of external sewers (2% of respondents in each case). 
Again, with less than one in ten respondents (9%) having reason to contact the water 
company, the survey suggests that water services are unproblematic for the vast majority of 
consumers. 
 
Table 4.2.1: Utility experience in the last 12 months 

 Utility 
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Made a telephone call to query a bill 2% 4%  

Made a telephone call to query something else 1% 6% 1% 

Made a complaint 1% 5% 1% 

Utility company made a pre-arranged visit to your home 0% 7% 1% 

An interruption to your supply lasting more than 12 hours 2% 7% 3% 

An interruption to your supply lasting more than 24 hours 1% 5% 2% 

A query about the accuracy of your meter 1% 1%  

A problem with your pre-payment meter 1% 3%  

Requested a change of payment method 2% 2%  

Had an ongoing issue with low water pressure   2% 

Flooding of sewer inside your home   0% 

Flooding of sewer outside your home   2% 

None of the above 90% 76% 91% 

4.3 Awareness and views of the principle of GSS 
In the following paragraphs we discuss awareness levels, the reaction of participants to the 
principle behind GSS, their views on levels of payments, making claims and exceptional 
circumstances. 

Levels of awareness 

In the qualitative research, after the initial discussion about the aspects of service that 
customers value, the discussion then focused on the awareness of standards of service in the 
utility sector.  There was low awareness of the Utility Regulator and its role in monitoring 
consumer interests in relation to the three utilities. 
 

ά¢ƘŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ŘƻƴΩǘ seem to know whether there is ŀ ǳǘƛƭƛǘȅ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǘƻǊΦέ  
([Ω5ŜǊǊȅ, C2DE, Older people 65+) 

 
There was also ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ŀǿŀǊŜƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨƎǳŀǊŀƴǘŜŜŘ ǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘǎ ƻŦ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜΩΦ  IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ 
when probed further a small number of participants were able to either guess what the term 
meant due to knowledge of service standards in other sectors or were vaguely aware of 
some of the individual standards applied to electricity.  This knowledge was due to first-hand 
experience of electricity supply interruption.  However, the terminology Ψguaranteed 
standards of serviceΩ was not recognised.  
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άtŜƻǇƭŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƎǳŀǊŀƴǘŜŜd standards are. I would never have known 
ǘƘƛǎ ǿŀǎ ƛƴ ǇƭŀŎŜΦέ  

(Belfast, ABC1, Older family) 
 

άL ƘŀǾŜ ƘŜŀǊŘ ƻŦ ƛǘΣ ōǳǘ ƴƻǘ ƛƴ ǳǘƛƭƛǘƛŜǎΣ ƳƻǊŜ ƻƴ ŎƻƴǎǳƳŜǊ ōǳȅƛƴƎΦέ 
([Ω5ŜǊǊȅ, C2DE, Lone parents and families) 

 
The lack of awareness of the standards was a key issue for participants.  Some thought that 
customers were deliberately not informed about GSS and wanted more done to promote 
them. 
 

ά¢ƘŜȅ ƪŜŜǇ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŘŀǊƪ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǘƘƛƴƎǎΦ LŦ ȅƻǳ ǇƘƻƴŜ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ Ƴŀƪe a 
ŎƻƳǇƭŀƛƴǘΣ ƴƻōƻŘȅ ōƻǘƘŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǘŜƭƭ ȅƻǳ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜƳΦ LŦ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƎŜǘΦέ  

([Ω5ŜǊǊȅ, C2DE, Older people 65+) 
 

ά¢ƘŜȅ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀǿŀǊŜΣ ŀǎ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŜȅ ŜȄƛǎǘΦέ 
(Belfast, C2DE, younger family) 

 
ά¢ƘŜ Utility Regulator or Trading SǘŀƴŘŀǊŘǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƳŀƪŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀǿŀǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜΦέ 

([Ω5ŜǊǊȅ, C2DE, Older people 65+) 
 

In line with these findings, the quantitative research showed that there was a low level of 
awareness of the Utility Regulator, of the GSS and of GSS payments (Figure 4.3.1). While one 
in five respondents (18%) were aware of the Utility Regulator, just one in ten (11%) were 
aware of GSS. However, one in six (15%) were aware of payments being warranted for 
failure to meet a standard of service, which suggests that customers are more aware of the 
implication of GSS than the standards themselves. Overall these findings suggest that there 
is much work to do to promote consumer awareness of current GSS. 
 

Just five survey respondents had received a payment in the previous three years.  The 
reason in three of the cases was because they had been without power for more than 24 
hours.  One payment was made because of a missed appointment and another for not 
getting a new supply connected within the set time. 
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Figure 4.3.1: Awareness of the Utility Regulator and GSS 
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Table 4.3.1 below illustrates a breakdown of this awareness by key demographic groupings. 
From this we can see notable demographic differences in awareness of all three entities. 
Awareness of the Utility Regulator was highest among males (23% compared to 14% of 
females), those aged 30-54 (21% compared to 20% of those over 55 and just 7% of 16-29 
year olds) and those classed as ABC1 (26% compared to 11% of the C2DE group). 

 

Awareness of GSS was less differentiated, with the most notable divergence between those 
in the ABC1 group (15%) and those in the C2DE group (8%). Finally there was little difference 
in awareness of GSS payments by socio economic grouping. However males (18%) were 
more likely to be aware than females (13%) and the lowest awareness by age was among 16 
to 29 year olds (5%) and highest awareness among those over 55 (18%). 

 
Table 4.3.1: Awareness of the Utility Regulator and GSS (% aware) 
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The Utility Regulator 23% 14% 7% 21% 20% 26% 11% 18% 

GSS 13% 9% 5% 12% 13% 15% 8% 11% 

Payments 18% 13% 5% 17% 18% 18% 19% 15% 

Views on the principle 

It is interesting to note that in the qualitative phase the views of participants on guaranteed 
standards appeared to develop throughout the discussion, not because there was a higher 
level of awareness of GSS than had first appeared but because the discussion encouraged 
participants to consider the various issues and the implications of having the standards in 
place.   
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Throughout the discussion the overwhelming reaction of customers was that rather than 
have a payment because of an interruption to supply they would much rather have the 
actual supply.  However, it was acknowledged that there would be times when then supply 
would not be available and that having a system such as GSS was therefore needed.  
Participants were keen to point out the GSS payments should be in addition to any 
compensation they might be entitled to. 
 

ά¸ŜǎΣ ƛŦ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ƴƻǘ ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘΣ ǘƘŜƴ a goodwill payment is a good idea. 
Are they compensating you as well? They should be compensating you for both, the 
ƎƻƻŘǿƛƭƭ ƎŜǎǘǳǊŜΣ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳǇŜƴǎŀǘƛƻƴΦέ 

(Coleraine, under 65 with disability) 
 
άI would rather have the service than goodwill payments. I ŎŀƴΩǘ understand the 
point of ǘƘŜ ǇŀȅƳŜƴǘǎΦ bƻōƻŘȅ ƪƴƻǿǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜƳΣ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƳŀƪŜ ǳǇ ŦƻǊ ōŀŘ 
service. I would rather have ǘƘŜ Ƨƻō ŘƻƴŜ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǘƘŀƴ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ƎƻƻŘǿƛƭƭ ǇŀȅƳŜƴǘΦέ  

(Belfast, C2DE, younger family) 
  

Some recognised that the GSS payments were one of the methods that could be used to 
keep utility suppliers in check, particularly in the sectors which lack competition. 
 

ά! goodwill payment keeps them on their toes. It would raise the standards of 
ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜΣ ƛŦ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ŜƴŦƻǊŎŜŘΦέ 

([Ω5ŜǊǊȅ, C2DE, Older people 65+) 
 

For others the issue was more to do with who ultimately pays for guaranteed standards of 
service, an issue discussed in further detail later in this section. A number suggested that 
rather than guaranteeing standards of service, the government should have the power to 
fine companies for missing service targets. 
 

 άL ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŜ ŦƛƴŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ Ǝƻ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǎǳƳŜǊΦ ¢ƘŜ 
ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ Ƙŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǿŜǊ ǘƻ ŦƛƴŜ ǘƘŜƳΣ ǿŜ ŘƻƴΩǘΦ Lǘ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ŎƻƳŜ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ 
ǇǊƻŦƛǘǎΦέ 

([Ω5ŜǊǊȅ, C2DE, Older people 65+) 
 
Others felt that the money spent on GSS payments would be better spent improving the 
standard of service. 
 

ά¢ƘŜ ƳƻƴŜȅ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǊŜƛƴǾŜǎǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǎǇŜƴǘ ƻƴ ƎƻƻŘǿƛƭƭ 
ƎŜǎǘǳǊŜǎΦέ  

(Omagh, ABC1, Young family) 
 
A few people were sceptical of the GSS and how the utilities might manipulate their 
approach to dealing with issues so as not to incur charges. 
 

άLΩŘ ŀƭǎƻ ōŜ ǿƻǊǊƛŜŘ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘŀǊƎŜǘǎ ǿƘŜƴ ƛǘ ŎƻƳŜǎ ǘƻ ǎŀŦŜǘȅΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ŘƛǎǘƻǊǘ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ 
actually happening. Even if they are not fully satisfied, they may turn the power back 
ƻƴ ǘƻ ƳŜŜǘ ǘƘŜ ǘŀǊƎŜǘΦέ 

(Newcastle, ABC1, Empty nesters) 

Views on GSS payments 

The quantitative survey found that the majority of respondents (86%) were in favour of GSS 
payments where a standard of service has not been met with 59% very much in favour of 
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payments and 27% in favour (Figure 4.3.2). Four percent were against the principle (either 
quite or very against) and one in ten (10%) undecided. There were no significant differences 
in support or opposition to GSS payments in terms of age, gender or socio-economic group.  
 

Figure 4.3.2: Views on GSS payments where standards have not been met 
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Nine out of ten survey respondents (92%) agreed that payments are a good way of 
encouraging utility companies to improve their service with 65% strongly agreeing and 27% 
agreeing (Figure 4.3.3). Just 3% disagreed with the statement and 4% were undecided. 
Again, opinions were not significant by age, gender or socio-economic group.  
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Figure 4.3.3: Views on whether GSS payments will drive service improvements 
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Views on responsibility for promoting GSS 

With regards to responsibility for making consumers aware of GSS, just less than three-
quarters (73%) of respondents believed individual utility companies should be responsible, 
15% believed the Utility Regulator should have this role, 6% suggested the Consumer Council 
and 7% suggested the government (Figure 4.3.4).  
 
Figure 4.3.4: Views on responsibility for promoting GSS  
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Views on GSS across utilities 

The vast majority thought that there should be a consistent set of standards for all three 
utilities (97%) (Figure 4.3.5). This finding applied across all ages, gender and socio-economic 
groups.  
 
Figure 4.3.5: Views on consistent standards across utilities  
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Views on who meets the cost of GSS 

For many focus group participants the issue of who ultimately pays for guaranteed standards 
of service was a core concern.  There were suspicions that it would be the customer who 
would end up paying for the services rather than the utility companies themselves. 
 

ά!ǎ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ƳƻƴƻǇƻƭȅΣ ǿƘŀǘŜǾŜǊ ǿŜ ŎƭŀƛƳ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜm we will end up paying 
ƴŜȄǘ ȅŜŀǊ ƛƴ ŜƭŜŎǘǊƛŎƛǘȅ ǇǊƛŎŜǎΦέ  

(Belfast, ABC1, Young professionals) 
 
ά¢ƘŜȅ ǎƘƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ōŜ ƎƛǾƛƴƎ ƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ƎƻƻŘǿƛƭƭ ǇŀȅƳŜƴǘǎΣ ǘƘŜȅ ǎƘƻǳƭd be providing a 
better customer service. As long as it is a goodwill payment, and it is taken out of 
ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇǊƻŦƛǘǎ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ƻǳǊ ǇƻŎƪŜǘǎ ǘƘŜƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ƻƪΦέ  

(Coleraine, under 65 with disability) 
 

άLΩƳ ǾŜǊȅ ǎǳǎǇƛŎƛƻǳǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ. I feel you are going to end up paying for these 
D{{ ƛƴ ǿŀǘŜǊ ŎƘŀǊƎŜǎΦ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ƛŦ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǎǘŀǊǘ ǿŀǘŜǊ ŎƘŀǊƎŜǎΣ ǘƘŜƴ there should 
definitely be GSS. ItΩs just wheǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŀǊŜ ŜƴƻǳƎƘΦέ 

(Newcastle, ABC1, Empty nesters) 
 
However it is clear that customers feel it is the responsibility of the utility company and its 
shareholders to meet the cost of GSS. Over nine out of ten respondents (92%) felt that the 
utility company and its shareholders should be responsible. Just 1% of respondents felt the 
customer should meet this cost (Figure 4.3.6).  
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Figure 4.3.6: Views on responsibility for meeting the cost of GSS  
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Views on cost, level of payments and making claims 

The qualitative research showed that all were in favour of having consistent standards and 
payments across each of the three utilities where these are applicable.  One of the main 
reasons for this was because it would help customers to understand their entitlement in 
various situations. 
 

άLǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƎƻƻŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƳ ŀƭƭ ǘƻ ōŜ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŀōƭŜΦ LŦ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜΣ ǘƘŜƴ ȅƻǳ 
know your rights and where you should be with each. For example, they should all be 
ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ƭŜƴƎǘƘ ƻŦ ǘƛƳŜΦέ  

(Belfast, ABC1, Young professionals) 
  

Despite this preference for consistency where possible, participants felt the level of payment 
should reflect the reason for the payment, and specifically the impact on the customer. 
 
Most participants thought that where there was an interruption to supply this warranted a 
higher level of payment compared to issues where the supply was not affected.  The one 
exception to this was with regard to appointments.  This was because failure to keep an 
appointment was viewed as a cost to the custƻƳŜǊ ƛƴ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ Ψƭƻǎǘ ǘƛƳŜΩΣ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎŀƭƭȅ ƛƴ 
terms of time off from paid employment to keep the appointment. 
 

ά¢ƘŜȅ ǎhould be varied, some things are definitely are more important than others. 
¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ ōƛƎ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ Ƴŀƛƴ ŦǳǎŜ ŀƴŘ ƴŜǿ ǎǳǇǇƭȅΦέ 

 (Omagh, ABC1, Young family) 
 
The qualitative views were echoed in the quantitative research, which found that the eight 
out of ten respondents (83%) believed the amount set for payments should vary according 
to the issue. Just 17% thought payments should be the same regardless of the issue involved 
(Figure 4.3.7).  
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Figure 4.3.7: Views on responsibility for meeting the cost of GSS  

83

17

0 20 40 60 80 100

%

Do you think that the amount set for payments should be the same

no matter what the issue is or should they vary?

Base 1,503: All respondents (weighted data)

They should be 

the same

They should vary

 
 
The quantitative research also asked respondents whether they felt a range of generic 
aspects of service warranted a high, medium or low level of payment (respondents were not 
asked about specific payment amounts). The survey found that incidences of flooding from 
sewers were the type of service issues which most respondents believed warranted a high 
level of payment, with 92% believing internal flooding from sewers should have high 
payments and 86% believing external flooding from external sewers should have a similar 
payment level (Figures 4.3.8, 4.3.9 and 4.3.10). 
 
In terms of other aspects of service, the majority wanted to see high payment levels 
attached to the Ψtime taken to restore supplyΩ (61%). Views were more mixed in relation to 
the payment levels for not supplying sufficient notice for a planned interruption with 48% 
thinking it should be high and 32% considering a medium level of payment should be set. 
Views were also mixed in relation to payment levels for exceeding the expected time taken 
for a planned interruption. While 44% thought these should be set high, 36% thought a 
medium level of payment to be appropriate.  
 
The aspects of service that respondents were most likely to say should not have payments 
were not providing sufficient notice for a cancelled appointments (13%) and not completing 
a change of payment in the set time (12%).  
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Figure 4.3.8: Views on level of payment (1) 
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Figure 4.3.9: Views on level of payment (2) 
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Figure 4.3.10: Views on level of payment (3)   

 

 
 
 

Views on whether payment should be automatic or claimed 

The qualitative research found that most participants thought that payments should be 
made automatically without making a claim.  It was felt that this would be a fair way to treat 
all consumers and ensure that access to the payments was not restricted to those who know 
about them and who have the time to make a claim. 
 

ά¢ƘŜ ǘƛƳŜƭƛƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ ŎƭŀƛƳƛƴƎ ƛǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŀƴ ƛǎǎǳŜΦ Lǘ Ǉǳǘǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƻŦŦΦ LŦ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ƻǾŜǊ ул 
ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ƭŜǎǎ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƻ ōŜ ǎǘǊƻǇǇȅ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ ǘƻ ŎƭŀƛƳ ƛǘΣ ōǳǘ ȅƻǳ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊǎǘ ŀŦŦŜŎǘŜŘΦέ 

(Newcastle, ABC1, Empty nesters) 
 

άL ŘƛǎŀƎǊŜŜ ǿƛǘƘ ƎƻƻŘǿƛƭƭ ƎŜǎǘǳǊŜǎ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜƭȅΦ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŜȅ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ŜƛǘƘŜǊ ōŜ ƎƛǾŜƴ 
automatically or removŜŘ ŀƭǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊΦ tŜƻǇƭŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ŎƭŀƛƳ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƳΦέ  

(Belfast, ABC1, Young professionals) 
 
άI dƻƴΩǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ ȅƻǳ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ǎŜŜƪ ƛǘΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ ŦŀƛǊƴŜǎǎ ƛǎǎǳŜ ς ƛŦ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ 
ŀōƻǳǘ ƛǘΣ ǘƘŜƴ ȅƻǳ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ŎƭŀƛƳΦ If you are not someone who complains then you 
ŘƻƴΩǘ ƎŜǘ ǘƘŜ ƳƻƴŜȅΦέ  

(Belfast, ABC1, Older family) 
 
ά¸ƻǳ ǎƘƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ƧǳƳǇ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ƘƻƻǇǎ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜ ŜƴǘƛǘƭŜŘ 
ǘƻΦέ 

(Omagh, ABC1, Young family) 
 

Similarly, the overwhelming majority (90%) of respondents in the quantitative survey 
thought that the payments should be paid automatically by the utility company. Only 6% 
believed that they should be claimed by the customer (Figure 4.3.11).  
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Figure 4.3.11: Views on whether payments should be automatic or claimed 
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Views on exceptional circumstances 

Most participants in the qualitative research recognised that there would be some 
exceptional circumstances that might impact the utility companiesΩ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ to meet the GSS.  
Whilst there was a degree of leniency afforded to the companies in these circumstances a 
few participants were of the view that the companies should be able to cope in exceptional 
circumstances and therefore GSS should continue to apply. 
 

άL ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ŎƛǊŎǳƳǎǘŀƴŎŜǎ ōŜȅƻƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭΣ ŦƭƻƻŘǎΣ ǎǘƻǊƳǎ ŜǘŎΦέ 
(Belfast, C2DE, Older family) 

 
ά²ƘŜƴ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ōŀŘ ǎǘƻǊƳΣ ŀƴŘ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƻŦ ƘƻƳŜǎ ŀǊŜ ŀŦŦŜŎǘŜŘΣ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǎŜŜƳ ǘƻ ōŜ 
ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ŎƻǇŜΦέ 

(Belfast, C2DE, Older family) 
 

ά¢ƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ some circumstances like weather that is out-with your control but if 
ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ǇŀȅƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ƛǘΣ ƛǘ ǎƘƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ōŜ ƻŦŦ ŦƻǊ нп ƘƻǳǊǎΦέ  

(Omagh, ABC1, Young family) 
 

Whilst participants afforded some leniency for bad weather conditions, they were less 
sympathetic in relation to industrial action. 
 

ά¸Ŝǎ ς ƛǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ƻǳǊ Ŧŀǳƭǘ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ƻƴ ǎǘǊƛƪŜΣ ƛǘΩǎ ǳǇ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ ǊŜǎƻƭǾŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŘƛǎǇǳǘŜΦέ 
(Coleraine, under 65 with disability) 

 
The quantitative research showed that the majority thought that utility companies should 
have to make payments in all exceptional circumstances other than acts of terrorism (with 
43% believing payments should still be made). In line with the qualitative findings three-
quarters (74%) thought that payments should still be made during strike action by 
employees. Two-thirds (66%) thought that they should still be made in the case of accidental 
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damage by a third party and half thought they should still be made in extreme weather 
conditions (56%) or cases of vandalism (54%) (Figure 4.3.12).  
 
Figure 4.3.12: Views on exceptional circumstances 
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4.4 Views on generic aspects of GSS 
As discussed previously, participants in the qualitative research were in agreement that it is 
appropriate to apply some generic standards of service across each of the utilities. The 
particular areas that generic standards could potentially be applied to include: 
 

 Answering the telephone; 

 Appointments; 

 Complaints;  

 Dealing with correspondence and queries;  

 Dealing with bill queries and payments;  

 Dealing with GSS payments; and 

 Priority customers. 
 
Some of these generic aspects are already covered by GSS in the electricity sector in NI 
(keeping appointments; dealing with bill queries and payments; and dealing with GSS 
payments), while others are covered by GSS in GB which were used to stimulate discussion 
in the focus groups (making and keeping appointments; dealing with bill queries and 
payments; dealing with GSS payments; and dealing with complaints). 

Answering the telephone 

Some qualitative participants were aware that service providers in other sectors have 
targets in relation to how quickly their telephones are answered.  They thought that a similar 
standard could be applied to the utility service providers, although they concluded that such 
a standard should not be linked to a GSS payment.  Rather they thought that compliance 
should be monitored by the Utility Regulator or Government and action taken if required. 
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άL ŘoƴΩǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ ŀ ƎƻƻŘǿƛƭƭ ƎŜǎǘǳǊŜ ƛǎ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊȅ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǇƘƻƴŜΦέ  
(Belfast, ABC1, Young professionals) 

 
In relation to dealing with telephone calls some participants were quick to point out that 
they did not value being placed in a queue particularly if it was costing them money for the 
telephone call.  They also wanted to be directed to the right department and person in the 
first instance. 
 

άLǘ ŦǊǳǎǘǊŀǘŜǎ ƳŜ ǿƘŜƴ L Ŏŀƭƭ ŀ Ŏŀƭƭ ŎŜƴǘǊŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ ŎŀƴΩǘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ƳŜΦ ¢ƘŜȅ 
redirect your call time and again and I have to keep repeating myself. It would be 
ǳǎŜŦǳƭ ǘƻ ōŜ ǊƻǳǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǊƛƎƘǘ ŘŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƻǳǘǎŜǘΦέ 

 (Belfast, ABC1, Young professionals) 

Appointments- qualitative findings  

Participants in the qualitative research felt very strongly about appointments and how they 
are handled by the utility companies. While a few wanted a definitive time for their 
appointment, most considered a two hour time slot to be acceptable.  Most thought that a 
morning or afternoon appointment was not precise enough. 

 
άL ǿƻǳƭŘ ŜȄǇŜŎǘ ŀ ŘŜfinite time for them to be there. That is what the Housing 
9ȄŜŎǳǘƛǾŜ ŘƻΦέ 

 (Belfast, C2DE, Older family) 
 

ά.ŜƛƴƎ ƎƛǾŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǘǿƻ ƘƻǳǊ ǘƛƳŜ ǎƭƻǘ ƛǎ ƎƻƻŘΦ L ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ǘƻ Řƻ - collect my kids and 
ǘƘƛƴƎǎΦέ 

([Ω5ŜǊǊȅ, C2DE, Lone parents and families) 
 

The main issue for many participants was that they have to take leave from work to keep the 
appointments and they wanted to minimise this as much as possible.  They placed great 
ǾŀƭǳŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ΨǿƻǊƪ ƭŜŀǾŜΩ ŀƴŘ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ǿŀƴǘ to be tied to their home for an unspecified 
appointment time.  They preferred an approach which also considered their needs. 
 

ά[Ŝǘ ǘƘŜƳ ǎǳƛǘ ȅƻǳΣ ƴƻǘ ȅƻǳ ǎǳƛǘ ǘƘŜƳΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ǳƴŀŎŎŜǇǘŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ƴƻǘ ōŜ ǘƻƭŘ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƛƳŜ 
maintenance is ŎƻƳƛƴƎ ŀǘΦ ! Ŧǳƭƭ ŘŀȅΩǎ ǿŀƛǘ ƛǎ too much. Being told AM or PM is too 
ƳǳŎƘΦέ 

 (Belfast, ABC1, Young professionals) 
 
Some welcomed the idea of being given a call from the workman approximately 20 to 30 
minutes prior to their arrival to allow the customer to return home to meet the 
appointment. 

 
άLŦ ǘƘŜȅ ŎƻǳƭŘ Ŏŀƭƭ ƘŀƭŦ ŀƴ ƘƻǳǊ ƛƴ ŀŘǾŀƴŎŜ ǘƻ ǎŀȅ ǘƘŜȅ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ŀǊǊƛǾƛƴƎΣ ǘƘŜƴ ȅƻǳ ŎƻǳƭŘ 
ƭŜŀǾŜ ǿƻǊƪ ŀǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƛƳŜΣ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǘŀƪƛƴƎ ŀ Ŧǳƭƭ Řŀȅ ƻŦŦΦέ 

(Belfast, ABC1, Young professionals) 
 

Failing to keep an appointment was viewed as unacceptable.  This was because of the 
inconvenience caused to the customer and the cost in terms of their leave from work to 
meet both the original and the rescheduled appointment. 
 

άLŦ ǘƘŜȅ ŦŀƛƭŜŘ ǘƻ ƪŜŜǇ ŀƴ ŀǇǇƻƛƴǘƳŜƴǘΣ ƛǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ŦŀƛǊ ŀǘ ŀƭƭΦ  L ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǘŀƪƛƴƎ ǘƛƳŜ ƻŦŦ 
ǿƻǊƪ ǘƻ ǿŀƛǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜƳ ŎƻƳƛƴƎΦέ 

 (Belfast, ABC1, Older family) 
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άLΩƳ ŀǘ ǿƻǊƪ ŜǾŜǊȅ ŘŀȅΣ ŀƴŘ ŜǾŜƴ ƛŦ L ǿŀǎƴΩǘ L ǿƻǳƭŘ ǎǘƛƭƭ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ǘƻ ŘƻΦ aƛǎǎƛƴƎ ŀƴ 
ŀǇǇƻƛƴǘƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ŀŎŎŜǇǘŀōƭŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ǘǿƻ ƘƻǳǊ ǘƛƳŜ ǎƭƻǘ ƛǎ ŦƛƴŜΦέ 

(Newcastle, ABC1, Empty nesters) 
 

It was felt that 24 hours notice is the minimum which is acceptable if an appointment cannot 
be met.  This is because the customer needs time to rearrange their schedule. 
 

ά¢ƘŜ two hour time slot is acceptable ōǳǘ ƛŦ ǘƘŜȅ ŎŀƴΩǘ keep it you would need more 
than 24 hours notice as you will have to rearrange your plansΦέ 

(Omagh, ABC1, Young family) 

Appointments that cannot be kept - quantitative findings 

This view was reflected in the quantitative research, which found that more than half of 
respondents (53%) felt that the minimum amount of notice required for an appointment 
that cannot be kept was 24 to 47 hours (Figure 4.4.1). Seventeen percent of respondents felt 
48 to 71 hours was an appropriate minimum whilst 10% thought that 72 hours or more was 
required. Overall, 16% felt a notice period of less than 24 hours was required, with 10% 
suggesting a period of up to 5 hours, 1% suggesting 6 to 11 hours and 4% suggesting 12 to 23 
hours.  
 
Figure 4.4.1: Views on notice required for appointments that cannot be kept 

4

10

1

5

53

17

10

0 20 40 60 80 100

%

Minimum amount of notice required for appointment that cannot 

be kept 

Base 1,503: All respondents (weighted data)

6  to 11 hours

Up to 5 hours

24 to 47 hours 

Donôt know

12 to 23 hours

48 to 71 hours

72 hours or more 

 

 

By analysing survey responses we can see that the highest expectation in terms of notice for 
missed appointments was 14 days, the lowest was less than a day and the mean was 37 
hours or approximately one and a half days (Table 4.4.1). The younger age group (16 to 29 
year olds) required the least amount of notice (mean of 34 hours or a high of 7 days) whilst 
the older age group (55 and over) required most (mean of 37 hours or a high of 7 days). 
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Table 4.4.1: Minimum amount of notice required for appointment that cannot be kept 

 Gender Age SEG Total 
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72 hours or more 11% 8% 8% 11% 9% 10% 9% 10% 

48 to 71 hours 20% 14% 16% 18% 17% 17% 18% 17% 

24 to 47 hours 48% 57% 56% 54% 50% 54% 52% 53% 

12 to 23 hours 5% 4% 4% 4% 5% 5% 4% 4% 

6 to 11 hours 1% 1% 2% 1% 2% 1% 2% 1% 

Up to 5 hours 10% 11% 9% 10% 11% 11% 10% 10% 

5ƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ 5% 4% 5% 2% 7% 3% 6% 4% 

         

Mean (hours) 39 34 34 36 37 35 37 37 

 

In line with the qualitative discussion about the impact of missed appointments on the 
employed, an analysis of expectations by working status was also conducted. Whilst the 
means differed, with those in employment requiring slightly more notice than those not in 
employment (40 hours compared to 33), the highest expectations of both groups in terms of 
notice that an appointment could not be kept were identical at 14 days (Table 4.4.2). 

Table 4.4.2: Minimum amount of notice required for appointment that cannot be kept  

 Status Total 
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72 hours or more 13% 7% 10% 

48 to 71 hours 18% 16% 17% 

24 to 47 hours 53% 53% 53% 

12 to 23 hours 4% 5% 4% 

6 to 11 hours 1% 2% 1% 

Up to 5 hours 9% 11% 10% 

5ƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ 2% 6% 4% 

    

Mean (hours) 40 33 37 

 

When asked their view of a standard guaranteeing 24 hours notice for appointments that 
could not be kept, the majority (72%) felt that this was acceptable. And whilst just 6% felt 24 
hours was an excessive amount of notice, one in five (21%) felt it was not enough. Within 
this a higher proportion of those in employment than those not in employment felt that 24 
hours notice was not adequate (28% compared to 15%) (Table 4.4.3). 
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Table 4.4.3: View of 24 hours notice for appointments that cannot be kept 

  Status Total 
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LǘΩǎ ŦŀǊ ǘƻƻ ƳǳŎƘ 2% 3% 2% 

LǘΩǎ ŀ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ǘƻƻ ƳǳŎƘ 4% 4% 4% 

LǘΩǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǊƛƎƘǘ 67% 77% 72% 

Should be a little more 16% 9% 12% 

Should be a lot more 12% 6% 9% 

Not sure 1% 1% 1% 

Appointment time slots  

When asked about the convenience of half-day appointment slots two out of three survey 
respondents (67%) felt this would be convenient. Again there were significant differences in 
the proportion of those in employment who felt this was convenient (50%) and those not in 
employment who felt the same (81%) (Figure 4.4.2). 

Figure 4.4.2: Views on half-day appointment slots  
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When asked about how convenient a two hour time slot for appointments would be the 
majority (83%) felt this would be convenient.  Again there was a considerable difference in 
the proportion of those in employment who felt this was convenient (75%) and those not in 
employment who felt the same (91%) (Figure 4.4.3). 
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Figure 4.4.3: Views on two-hour appointment slots 
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Fifty eight percent reported that they would be likely to make an appointment outside of 
working hours if they had the option to do so. Again the proportion of those in employment 
who felt they would be likely to do so (75%) differed significantly from the proportion of 
those not in employment who felt the same (45%) reflecting the greater importance of 
flexibility in dealing with utility companies to customers who work (Figure 4.4.4). 

Figure 4.4.4: Views on appointments outside working hours 
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Telephone contact prior to appointments- quantitative findings 

The majority of survey respondents were in favour of receiving a telephone call in advance 
of a visit from a utility company with seven out of ten respondents (71%) suggesting that 
they would be likely to request this option if offered. There was little difference between 
those working and those not in employment in terms of the level of likelihood to request 
this service (Figure 4.4.5). 

Figure 4.4.5: Views on telephone calls in advance of appointed visits 

26

23

25

44

49

46

-18

-16

-17

-12

-11

-11

-40 -20 0 20 40 60 80

If you had the option of receiving a telephone call 20 to 30 mins 

before the arrival of their maintenance team how likely would you 

be to request this?

Not at all likely Not very likely

Overall (1503)

Quite likely Very likely

Not working (863)

Working (640)

Base: All respondents (weighted)

 

 

Payment levels for missed appointments 

The qualitative phase demonstrated that some felt that the level of payment for failing to 
keep an appointment (£20 for water and gas, £25 for electricity) was not a fair reflection of 
the inconvenience caused to the customer.  They considered that this should be set quite 
high compared to other service areas. 

 
άLǘ ǎhould be more for failing to keep an appointment. If you take a day off your 
work, and the frustration of sitting waiting for someone to come, you expect to be 
more Ŧǳƭƭȅ ŎƻƳǇŜƴǎŀǘŜŘΦέ 

([Ω5ŜǊǊȅ, C2DE, Older people 65+) 
 

However, this view was not shared by survey respondents, three-quarters (75%) of whom 
felt that the £20 payment level for a missed appointment was sufficient. This finding was 
consistent across both socio-economic groups and both respondents who were employed 
and those who were not working (Table 4.4.4). 
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Table 4.4.4: Views on typical payment of £20 for a missed appointment  

 SEG Status Total 
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LǘΩǎ ŦŀǊ ǘƻƻ ƳǳŎƘ 3% 2% 2% 3% 2% 

LǘΩǎ ŀ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ǘƻƻ ƳǳŎƘ 4% 2% 3% 3% 3% 

LǘΩǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǊƛƎƘǘ 73% 77% 71% 78% 75% 

Should be a little more 10% 11% 12% 9% 10% 

Should be a lot more 9% 7% 11% 6% 8% 

5ƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ 1% 1% 1% 1% 1% 

Complaints 

The qualitative phase found that when asked about priorities for responding to complaints, 
participants were more concerned that the complaint was being investigated rather than 
just receiving acknowledgement that the complaint had been made. 
 
The view was expressed that the current GSS electricity standard of ten working days to 
respond to a complaint was sufficient to deal substantially with most complaints although it 
was acknowledged that a small number might require more in-depth investigation. 
 

άTen working days is fine to respond to a complaint with a resolution but not enough 
Ƨǳǎǘ ǘƻ ŀŎƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ȅƻǳǊ ŎƻƳǇƭŀƛƴǘΦέ  

(Coleraine, under 65 with disability) 
 
άL ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ƳƛƴŘ ten Řŀȅǎ ŀǎ ƭƻƴƎ ŀǎ ƛǘΩǎ ŀ ǎǳōǎǘŀƴǘƛǾŜ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƛƳŜ 
frame rather than an acknowledgement. It can be irritating knowing your money is 
ōŜƛƴƎ ǿŀǎǘŜŘ ƻƴ ŀŎƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƭŜǘǘŜǊǎ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ƎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ƛǘ ǎƻǊǘŜŘ ƻǳǘΦέ  

(Newcastle, ABC1, Empty nesters) 
 
If a complaint was going to take longer than ten days to resolve, some suggested that 
detailed information should be provided to include which department was dealing with the 
issue, a contact number and an estimate of how long it will take to resolve the issue. 

 
 ά¢ƘŜȅ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƎƛǾŜ ȅƻǳ ŀƴ ƛŘŜŀ ƻŦ Ƙƻǿ ƭƻƴƎ ƛǘ ǿƛƭƭ ǘŀƪŜ ǘƻ ǊŜǎƻƭǾŜ ȅƻǳǊ ƛǎǎǳŜ ǎƻ ǘƘŀǘ 
people know it is being dealt with and which department of the company is dealing 
ǿƛǘƘ ƛǘΦ ! ŎƻƴǘŀŎǘ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ŀƴŘ ŀ ǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ŀƭǎƻ ōŜ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜΦέ 

(Belfast, ABC1, Young professionals) 
 
The survey findings reflected these views, with less than half (43%) of respondents feeling 
the timescale was appropriate. The majority felt ten working days was an excessive 
timescale (55%), with 29% saying that it was far too long and 26% thinking it was a little too 
long. Although these findings were relatively consistent across those within employment and 
those not working, the proportion of ABC1 respondents who felt that the timescale was 
sufficient (50%) was much higher than the proportion of C2DE respondents who felt the 
same (38%) (Table 4.4.5). 
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Table 4.4.5: Views on full response to complaints within 10 working days  

 SEG Status Total 
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LǘΩǎ ŦŀǊ ǘƻƻ ƳǳŎƘ 25% 32% 27% 30% 29% 

LǘΩǎ ŀ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ǘƻƻ ƳǳŎƘ 23% 28% 26% 26% 26% 

LǘΩǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǊƛƎƘǘ 50% 38% 46% 42% 43% 

Should be a little more 1% 2% 1% 2% 1% 

Should be a lot more 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 

5ƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ 0% 1% 0% 1% 1% 

Dealing with meter queries 

Survey respondents also wished to see meter queries resolved within a shorter period of 
time with over half (56%) suggesting that ten working days was too long for a minimum 
standard of service. This finding was consistent across all socio-economic and employment 
groups (Table 4.4.6). 
 
Table 4.4.6: Views on dealing with meter queries within 10 working days 

 SEG Status Total 
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LǘΩǎ far too much 29% 33% 32% 30% 31% 

LǘΩǎ ŀ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ǘƻƻ ƳǳŎƘ 24% 25% 25% 24% 25% 

LǘΩǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǊƛƎƘǘ 44% 40% 40% 43% 42% 

Should be a little more 2% 1% 2% 1% 1% 

Should be a lot more 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 

5ƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ 1% 1% 1% 2% 1% 

Dealing with bill queries and payments 

Participants in the qualitative research were of the view that any billing queries and 
payments should be dealt with promptly. The view was expressed that five days to respond 
to a query was too long and, if possible, the query should be sorted out over the telephone 
at the time the query is made. 
 

άTen ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ Řŀȅǎ ƛǎ ŜȄŎŜǎǎƛǾŜΦ ²Ŝ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƎŜǘ ten days grace if they have a query 
ǊŜƎŀǊŘƛƴƎ ȅƻǳǊ ŘƛǊŜŎǘ ŘŜōƛǘ ƻǊ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎΦέ  

(Omagh, ABC1, Young family) 
 

άCƛǾŜ days is a long time to get back to you for just a query. WƘȅ ŎŀƴΩǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǎƻǊǘ ƛǘ ƻǳǘ 
there and then on the phone? !ƭƭ ȅƻǳǊ ŘŜǘŀƛƭǎ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳǇǳǘŜǊΦέ  

(Omagh, ABC1, Young family) 
 

Participants were asked how much time the utilities should have to repay any due sums 
from the point at which they were made aware of the issue.  Whilst a small number thought 
a month was acceptable, most considered that any repayment should be made within 10 
working days, taking into account the internal processes of the utility company.  Others 
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thought that five days was more appropriate, pointing out that current standards suggest 
that utility companies can make changes to the payment method within five days. 

 
άCǳƴƴȅ ǘƘŜȅ Ŏŀƴ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ȅƻǳǊ ǇŀȅƳŜƴǘ ƳŜǘƘƻŘ ƛƴ р ŘŀȅǎΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŎŀƴΩǘ ƎƛǾŜ ȅƻǳ ŀ 
ǉǳŜǊȅ ŀōƻǳǘ ȅƻǳǊ ƻǿƴ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ƛƴ мл ŘŀȅǎΗέ 

(Coleraine, under 65 with disability) 
  

While some suggested that the payment could be credited to their bill most wanted the 
actual refund. 
 

άLΩd want a refund, not a credit to your accountΦέ  
(Belfast, ABC1, Young professionals) 

The quantitative findings differed from those of the qualitative phase in terms of the 
acceptability of a five-day period to resolve bill queries. Whilst qualitative participants had 
felt that five working days was unacceptable, the majority (64%) of survey respondents 
believed that it was acceptable and less than one-third (32%) considered it to be longer than 
necessary (Table 4.4.7). Perhaps surprisingly, these findings were relatively consistent across 
both socio-economic groups and across both pre-pay and bill pay customers. 

 
Table 4.4.7: Views on 5 working days to resolve a bill query 

 SEG Status Total 
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LǘΩǎ ŦŀǊ ǘƻƻ much 17% 19% 21% 16% 18% 

LǘΩǎ ŀ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ǘƻƻ ƳǳŎƘ 13% 15% 14% 14% 14% 

LǘΩǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǊƛƎƘǘ 66% 62% 61% 67% 64% 

Should be a little more 3% 2% 3% 2% 2% 

Should be a lot more 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 

5ƻƴΩǘ Yƴƻǿ 1% 1% 1% 1% 1% 

 

When asked about a minimum standard which would guarantee any due refunds to be made 
within ten working days, the majority (61%) felt this was acceptable but a significant 
minority (38%) felt the timescale was excessive (Table 4.4.8). These findings largely reflect 
the focus group discussions. 

 

Table 4.4.8: Views on 10 working days to make due refunds 

 SEG Status Total 
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LǘΩǎ ŦŀǊ ǘƻƻ ƳǳŎƘ 18% 21% 23% 15% 20% 

LǘΩǎ ŀ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ǘƻƻ ƳǳŎƘ 18% 17% 17% 18% 18% 

LǘΩǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǊƛƎƘǘ 64% 60% 58% 65% 61% 

Should be a little more 0% 1% 1% 1% 1% 

Should be a lot more 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 

5ƻƴΩǘ Yƴƻǿ 0% 1% 1% 1% 1% 
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Once again, reflecting the qualitative findings, survey respondents felt that a standard 
allowing five working days to make any requested changes to payment levels was acceptable 
with the majority (82%) believing this timescale to be appropriate and a small but notable 
minority (14%)believing it to be much too long (Table 4.4.9). 

 
Table 4.4.9: Views on 5 working days to change a payment method 

 SEG Status Total 
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LǘΩǎ ŦŀǊ ǘƻƻ ƳǳŎƘ 6% 6% 8% 4% 6% 

LǘΩǎ ŀ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ǘƻƻ ƳǳŎƘ 9% 8% 9% 7% 8% 

LǘΩǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǊƛƎƘǘ 82% 82% 80% 84% 82% 

Should be a little more 2% 2% 2% 2% 2% 

Should be a lot more 0% 1% 0% 1% 0% 

5ƻƴΩǘ Yƴƻǿ 1% 1% 1% 1% 1% 

 

GSS payment levels for bill query and payment standards  

Survey respondents were asked what they thought of the typical GSS payment level for 
failing to meet the agreed standard for resolving bill or payment queries. Three-quarters 
(76%) of respondents felt that this payment level was acceptable whilst the next largest 
proportion (15%) felt it should be more. Just 8% felt £20 was excessive for failing to meet 
such a standard (Table 4.4.10). 

 
Table 4.4.10: Views on typical payment of £20 for failing to meet bill/payment query GSS 

 SEG Status Total 
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LǘΩǎ ŦŀǊ ǘƻƻ ƳǳŎƘ 3% 2% 2% 3% 3% 

LǘΩǎ ŀ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ǘƻƻ ƳǳŎƘ 7% 4% 5% 6% 5% 

LǘΩǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǊƛƎƘǘ 76% 77% 76% 76% 76% 

Should be a little more 9% 12% 12% 9% 11% 

Should be a lot more 5% 3% 4% 3% 4% 

5ƻƴΩǘ Yƴƻǿ 1% 2% 1% 1% 1% 

Dealing with GSS payments 

Within the qualitative research participants were asked about the potential GSS of ten 
working days to make any GSS payments due to customers. Overall, participants were in 
favour of any GSS payment being made within this timescale. A small number thought that 
ten days for this type of payment was too long. 
 

άмл Řŀȅǎ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ǇŀȅƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ ŀƭƭ ǊƛƎƘǘΦέ 
(Belfast, C2DE, Older family) 

 
άLǘΩǎ ŦŀƛǊ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ мл Řŀȅǎ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ŀ ǇŀȅƳŜƴǘΦέ 

([Ω5ŜǊǊȅ, C2DE, Lone parents and families) 
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Priority customers 

Throughout the discussion, when talking about interruptions to supply, participants often 
referred to the needs of older people and those with young children.  Therefore, when asked 
if there were any customers who need to be given priority during a supply interruption, 
these groups were automatically considered. Overall though, awareness of current groups of 
priority customers was low, even amongst those who would be considered part of those 
priority groups. 
 

άhƭŘŜǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΣ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƛǘƘ ƴŜǿ ōƻǊƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŀƴŘ the disabled are vulnerable. They 
ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ƎƛǾŜƴ ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘȅΦέ 

(Belfast, C2DE, Older family) 
 

 ά9ƭŘŜǊƭȅ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ Ŏŀƴ ƻnly be left a couple of hours; pŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŎŀƴΩǘ ƘŜŀǘ ǳǇ ƳƻǾƛƴƎ 
ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ƘƻǳǎŜΦ Lǘ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ōŜ ŘƻƴŜ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ŀƴ ƘƻǳǊ ƻǊ ǘǿƻ ƘƻǳǊǎΦέ 

(Coleraine, under 65 with disability) 
 
There was little recognition of the task involved in providing alternative heating and cooking 
facilities to older people and those with young children and indeed how large these groups 
might be in an affected area.  On probing it was acknowledged that there were a number of 
additional higher priority groups.  Those with life-threatening health issues were seen as 
being in need of exceptional assistance in the case of a supply interruption.  Participants 
were concerned as to how the utilities might be made aware of people who have 
exceptional needs particularly as they themselves were unaware that such a service already 
exists.  Indeed within the survey we found 5% of households saying they have someone who 
is dependent on electrical equipment for healthcare yet only 1% of respondents overall 
reported being registered on the critical care register held by NIE. 

4.5 Views on GSS in relation to electricity 
In the paragraphs that follow we discuss the views and issues that participants raised in 
relation to GSS on standards that are specific to their electricity supply. As GSS are currently 
in place for the NI electricity sector participants were asked about these standards. 
 
By way of background it is worth noting that the quantitative survey shows that 45% of 
customers have a pre-payment meter, 31% pay by direct debit and 22% make their payment 
upon receipt of their quarterly bill (Table 4.5.1 and 4.5.2).  Those within the C2DE group are 
much more likely to have a pre-payment meter (63%) than those classed as ABC1 (24%).  
Younger householders (aged 16 to 29) are also much more likely to have a pre-payment 
meter for their electricity (69% compared with 48% of 30 to 54 year olds and 31% of those 
aged 55 or over). A similar pattern was evidenced for respondents with children (58% each 
of those with children under 5 or under 16 having a pre-payment meter) in comparison to 
those with no children (37%). 
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Table 4.5.1: Methods of payment for electricity 

 Gender Age SEG Total 
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Pre-payment meter 40% 49% 69% 48% 31% 24% 63% 45% 

Direct debit 33% 30% 15% 31% 38% 47% 17% 31% 

Quarterly bill 25% 19% 13% 19% 29% 25% 19% 22% 

5ƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ 3% 2% 2% 3% 3% 3% 2% 3% 

Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 

 
 Table 4.5.2: Methods of payment for electricity 

  Children  Disability Total 
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Pre-payment meter 37% 58% 58% 51% 42% 45% 

Direct debit 35% 24% 21% 23% 34% 31% 

Quarterly bill 25% 16% 19% 24% 21% 22% 

5ƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ 3% 2% 3% 2% 3% 3% 

Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 

 

Experience of supply interruptions 

For most focus group participants, the interruption of their power supply was a rare 
occurrence.  However a number of participants across all areas were able to recall a specific 
instance in the previous year or two that had impacted on them.  These all appeared to be 
one-off occurrences.  It was recognised that most people had a reliable electricity supply and 
that outages were exceptional. 
 
The quantitative survey shows that one-quarter (24%) of respondents had experienced an 
interruption to electricity supply within the last 12 months (Figure 4.5.1). Of those that had, 
14% had experienced one interruption, 6% had experienced two, 3% had experienced three 
and 1% had experienced more than three interruptions.  

Those living in rural areas were more likely to have experienced a power outage in the 
previous 12 months (31%) compared with those living in an urban area (22%).  Those living in 
rural areas were also more likely to have experienced outages more frequently, with 14% of 
those in rural areas having experienced more than one outage in the previous 12 months 
compared with 9% of those in urban areas. 
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Figure 4.5.1: Frequency of electrical supply interruptions 
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Respondents were asked the length in hours of their longest electricity interruption in the 
previous 12 months (Figure 4.5.2).  The majority (60%) said that power had been restored 
within four hours.  Just over one third (35%) reported the longest outage lasted from four up 
to 12 hours and 6% said their supply interruption was from 12 up to 24 hours.  Three percent 
had experienced an outage of 24 hours or longer. 

The longest supply interruption reported was seven days and the average length of an 
outage was just over 5 hours. 

Figure 4.5.2: Duration of longest supply interruption 
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Supply restoration 

All participants in the qualitative phase expressed the view that having a reliable electricity 
supply was the most important thing for them and therefore the GSS payment was 
something they did not want to be in the position to claim.  However they recognised that 
there may be infrequent occasions when they might have to.  Therefore there were some 
very strong views about the level of payment and how it should be implemented. 
 

άL ǿƻǳƭŘ ŜȄǇŜŎǘ млл҈ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ƻǊŘŜǊΦέ 
  (Belfast, C2DE, Older family) 

 
A key issue that was raised during the group discussions was the value that customers place 
on being kept informed during a power outage.  Participants wanted to be able to plan 
around the power cut and suggested that having an estimated time of reconnection would 
help them do this.   
 
Participants recognised that when large areas are affected it can prove difficult to get 
through to NIE by telephone.  However, it was seen as acceptable for NIE to make use of 
recorded telephone messages in such cases. Customers felt the message should let 
customers know that NIE is aware of the issue, is working to rectify it and provide 
information on the estimated time for the restoration of supply. 

 
άL ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŀǘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ƪƴƻǿ ŜȄŀŎǘƭȅ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ ƎƻƛƴƎ ƻƴΦ ²ƘŜƴ ƻǳǊ power went 
out, they were making excuses after excuses. L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŜȅ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƪƴŜǿ ǿƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ 
goƛƴƎ ƻƴΦέ 

([Ω5ŜǊǊȅ, C2DE, Older people 65+) 
 

άaȅ ŜƭŜŎǘǊƛŎ ǿŜƴǘ ƻŦŦ ōŜŦƻǊŜ L ŎŀƳŜ ƻǳǘΣ ŀƴŘ L ǇƘƻƴŜŘ ǘƘŜƳΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ƪƴŜǿ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ŀ 
problem, all I had to give them was my address, and they told me that there was a 
problem and it would be fixed within three hours. This was acceptable. You know 
ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ŀǿŀǊŜ ƻŦ ƛǘΣ ŀƴŘ ŀǊŜ ŘŜŀƭƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ƛǘΦέ 

 (Belfast, ABC1, Young professionals) 

Survey participants were asked, unprompted, if there was an electricity power cut, what is 
the maximum amount of time they would expect it to take to restore power in normal 
conditions (Tables 4.5.3 and 4.5.4).  Echoing the findings from the focus groups, respondents 
had high expectations of the maximum time it should take to restore supply.  Over one third 
(36%) though it should take no longer than two hours, 23% gave a maximum time of 
between two and four hours and 13% said between 4 and 8 hours.  Just one in ten (10%) 
allowed between 8 and 12 hours and a further one in ten (11%) up to 24 hours.   The 
average time given was eight hours. 

It is interesting to note the difference in expectations by gender and age, with females and 
younger respondents having greater expectations of the maximum time it should take to 
have power restored. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



The Utility Regulator ς Consumer views of GSS  

  Page 49    

Table 4.5.3: Maximum time power restoration expected to take in normal conditions 
(unprompted)  

 Gender Age SEG Total 
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Up to 2 hours 29% 42% 43% 39% 31% 34% 38% 36% 

>2 and up to 4 hours 25% 21% 17% 22% 26% 25% 21% 23% 

>4 and up to 8 hours 14% 13% 13% 14% 12% 16% 11% 13% 

>8 and up to 12 hours 13% 7% 8% 10% 10% 9% 10% 10% 

>12 and up to 18 hours 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 

>18 and up to 24 hours 13% 9% 12% 9% 13% 10% 12% 11% 

>24 and up to 48 hours 1% 0% 0% 1% 1% 1% 1% 1% 

More than 48 hours 0% 1% 1% 0% 1% 0% 1% 1% 

5ƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ 5% 6% 6% 4% 8% 5% 6% 6% 

         

Mean (hours) 8 7 7 7 9 7 8 8 

 
Table 4.5.4: Maximum time power restoration expected to take in normal conditions 
(unprompted)  

  Children  Disability Total 
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Up to 2 hours 33% 43% 39% 39% 36% 36% 

>2 and up to 4 hours 25% 19% 21% 20% 23% 23% 

>4 and up to 8 hours 13% 14% 14% 11% 14% 13% 

>8 and up to 12 hours 11% 8% 9% 10% 10% 10% 

>12 and up to 18 hours 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 

>18 and up to 24 hours 12% 9% 10% 12% 10% 11% 

>24 and up to 48 hours 1% 1% 2% 0% 1% 1% 

More than 48 hours 1% 0% 0% 1% 1% 1% 

5ƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ 5% 6% 5% 7% 5% 6% 

       

Mean (hours) 8 6 7 8 7 8 

 

Respondents were asked their views if the GSS was to restore power within a maximum of 
24 hours (Table 4.5.5 and Table 4.5.6).   The majority (73%) felt that 24 hours to restore 
ǇƻǿŜǊ ǿŀǎ ǘƻƻ ƳǳŎƘ ǿƛǘƘ рт҈ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ΨŦŀǊ ǘƻƻ ƳǳŎƘΩΦ  hƴŜ ǉǳŀǊǘŜǊ όнр҈ύ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ǘhe 
time allowed was about right with just 1% thinking it was too little. 

It can be seen that women (63%) were more likely than men (49%) to view the 24 hour 
standard as far too much, as did those who had someone in their household with a disability 
(62%). 
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Table 4.5.5: If the guaranteed standard for electricity was to restore power within a 
ƳŀȄƛƳǳƳ ƻŦ нп ƘƻǳǊǎΣ ƛǎ ǘƘƛǎΧ 

 Gender Age SEG Total 
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LǘΩǎ ŦŀǊ ǘƻƻ ƳǳŎƘ 49% 63% 58% 57% 55% 58% 56% 57% 

LǘΩǎ ŀ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ǘƻƻ ƳǳŎƘ 18% 14% 11% 17% 17% 17% 15% 16% 

LǘΩǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǊƛƎƘǘ 30% 21% 28% 24% 27% 24% 27% 25% 

Should be a little more 1% 1% 2% 1% 1% 1% 1% 1% 

Should be a lot more 0% 0% 1% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 

5ƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ 1% 0% 0% 1% 1% 0% 1% 1% 

 
Table 4.5.6: If the guaranteed standard for electricity was to restore power within a 
maximum of 24 ƘƻǳǊǎΣ ƛǎ ǘƘƛǎΧ 
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LǘΩǎ ŦŀǊ ǘƻƻ ƳǳŎƘ 56% 58% 58% 62% 55% 57% 

LǘΩǎ ŀ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ǘƻƻ ƳǳŎƘ 16% 17% 15% 11% 18% 16% 

LǘΩǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǊƛƎƘǘ 27% 23% 26% 25% 26% 25% 

Should be a little more 1% 1% 1% 1% 1% 1% 

Should be a lot more 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 

5ƻƴΩǘ know 0% 1% 1% 1% 0% 1% 

 
Again, the majority (58%) regarded a shorter maximum of 12 hours to restore power as too 
much with just less than one third (31%) saying it was far too much (Table 4.5.7 and 4.5.8).  
However, 38% considered this maximum length of time to be about right.  Three percent 
thought it should be a little more. 
 
Again, females (36%) were more likely than males (24%) to regard a maximum time of 12 
hours as far too much, as were those who had someone in their household with a disability 
(35%). 
 
Table 4.5.7: If the guaranteed standard for electricity was to restore power within a 
ƳŀȄƛƳǳƳ ƻŦ мн ƘƻǳǊǎΣ ƛǎ ǘƘƛǎΧ 

 Gender Age SEG Total 
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LǘΩǎ ŦŀǊ ǘƻƻ ƳǳŎƘ 24% 36% 35% 31% 29% 31% 30% 31% 

LǘΩǎ ŀ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ǘƻƻ ƳǳŎƘ 26% 29% 24% 28% 28% 26% 28% 27% 

LǘΩǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǊƛƎƘǘ 48% 30% 40% 38% 39% 39% 38% 38% 

Should be a little more 2% 3% 1% 2% 3% 3% 2% 3% 

Should be a lot more 0% 1% 1% 1% 0% 1% 0% 0% 

5ƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ 0% 1% 0% 1% 1% 0% 1% 1% 
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Table 4.5.8: If the guaranteed standard for electricity was to restore power within a 
ƳŀȄƛƳǳƳ ƻŦ мн ƘƻǳǊǎΣ ƛǎ ǘƘƛǎΧ 
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LǘΩǎ ŦŀǊ ǘƻƻ ƳǳŎƘ 35% 31% 29% 35% 29% 31% 

LǘΩǎ ŀ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ǘƻƻ ƳǳŎƘ 24% 28% 28% 26% 28% 27% 

LǘΩǎ ŀōƻǳǘ right 40% 38% 39% 34% 40% 38% 

Should be a little more 1% 2% 3% 3% 2% 3% 

Should be a lot more 1% 1% 0% 1% 0% 0% 

5ƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ 0% 1% 1% 2% 0% 1% 

 
The current GSS states that in normal conditions supply should be restored within 24 hours 
following a fault.  Failure to meet this target entitles the domestic bill payer to a GSS 
payment of £50 plus £25 for each additional 12 hours without power. 
 
As stated previously supply reliability is extremely important to customers.  In the qualitative 
research participants therefore thought that any payment should reflect this by being linked 
to the duration of the interruption so as to encourage the supplier to re-establish electricity 
supply as quickly as possible.    
 
Participants welcomed the staged payment level for each period of time that the customer 
was without electricity.  This was viewed as giving the utility an incentive to reconnect 
quickly. 
 
The consensus was that any GSS payment should be triggered after 12 hours without power 
although some debated that it should be less (e.g. four hours).  It was felt that after about 
four hours the inconvenience of not having electricity starts to impact greatly on most 
people. 
 
When discussing the level of payment appropriate to extended supply interruptions, 
ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ Ŏƻǎǘ ƻŦ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ǘƻ ōǳȅ ΨǘŀƪŜ ŀǿŀȅΩ ŦƻƻŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 
extra cost of coal for their fire.  They implied that the level of payment should take this 
additional expenditure into account. 
 

ά¸ŜǎΣ ōǳǘ ȅƻǳ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƎŜǘǘƛng more. By the time you buy take away food for the 
ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ŦƻǊ нп ƘƻǳǊǎΣ ŜȄǘǊŀ Ŏƻŀƭ ŜǘŎΦΣ ȅƻǳ ǿƛƭƭ ƘŀǾŜ ǎǇŜƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ ϻрл о ǘƛƳŜǎ ƻǾŜǊΦέ 

(Coleraine, under 65 with disability) 

The survey respondents were asked their views of the payment structure for a supply 
interruption lasting longer than 24 hours (Table 4.5.9 and 4.5.10).   Three-quarters (74%) 
considered the payment level to be about right, 5% thought it was too much and 19% 
believed it should be more.   Those most likely to think it should be more were those aged 
30 to 54 (22%).  

There was little difference in opinion by households with and without children and 
households with and without someone with a disability. 
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Table 4.5.9: The payment for an electricity supply interruption lasting longer than 24 hours 
is £50. Each additional 12 hours without supply ŀ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ϻнр ƛǎ ŘǳŜΦ Lǎ ǘƘƛǎΧ 

 Gender Age SEG Total 
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LǘΩǎ ŦŀǊ ǘƻƻ much 2% 1% 2% 0% 2% 1% 1% 1% 

LǘΩǎ ŀ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ǘƻƻ ƳǳŎƘ 6% 2% 8% 5% 2% 5% 4% 4% 

LǘΩǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǊƛƎƘǘ 73% 76% 78% 71% 77% 74% 75% 74% 

Should be a little more 10% 12% 7% 13% 10% 12% 11% 11% 

Should be a lot more 7% 8% 4% 9% 7% 7% 8% 8% 

5ƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ 1% 1% 1% 1% 1% 1% 1% 1% 

 
Table 4.5.10: The payment for an electricity supply interruption lasting longer than 24 
ƘƻǳǊǎ ƛǎ ϻрлΦ 9ŀŎƘ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ мн ƘƻǳǊǎ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ǎǳǇǇƭȅ ŀ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ϻнр ƛǎ ŘǳŜΦ Lǎ ǘƘƛǎΧ 
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LǘΩǎ ŦŀǊ ǘƻƻ ƳǳŎƘ 2% 0% 0% 2% 1% 1% 

LǘΩǎ ŀ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ǘƻƻ ƳǳŎƘ 3% 6% 7% 5% 4% 4% 

LǘΩǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǊƛƎƘǘ 74% 75% 77% 71% 76% 74% 

Should be a little more 11% 12% 10% 13% 11% 11% 

Should be a lot more 8% 7% 6% 8% 8% 8% 

5ƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ 1% 1% 1% 1% 1% 1% 

Planned interruptions 

Respondents were asked their views on the minimum amount of notice required for a 
planned electricity power cut.  Responses varied with 14% thinking it should be less than one 
day, 28% about one day, 20% about 2 days and 24% believing it should be longer than 2 
days.  Indeed 16% thought it should be seven days or more.  The average time given was 
about 2.5 days (Table 4.5.11). 
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 Table 4.5.11: Minimum amount of notice required for planned electricity power cut 
lasting more than 4 hours 

 Gender Age SEG Total 
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Less than 4 hours 8% 11% 6% 7% 13% 9% 9% 9% 

4 to 11 hours 3% 3% 2% 2% 5% 3% 3% 3% 

12 to 23 hours 2% 2% 3% 2% 2% 2% 2% 2% 

24 to 47 hours 38% 39% 35% 39% 39% 38% 38% 38% 

2 days  20% 19% 24% 20% 18% 19% 21% 20% 

3 days to 4 days 7% 4% 7% 6% 5% 6% 5% 5% 

5 days  to 6 days 3% 3% 3% 4% 2% 3% 3% 3% 

Seven days or more 16% 17% 18% 19% 12% 18% 14% 16% 

5ƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ 2% 2% 2% 1% 4% 1% 4% 2% 

         

Mean (hours) 59 59 65 63 51 63 55 59 

Max (days) 31 31 14 14 31 31 14 31 

Main fuse replacement 

In the qualitative phase participants were asked their views on the GSS for replacing their 
main fuse.  The current GSS standard guarantees main fuse replacement within three hours 
during a working day and four hours on any other day. 
 
Most were unaware of what the main fuse was, implying that few had been affected (or 
were unaware of being affected) by this issue.  However, they associated having the main 
fuse replaced with an interruption of the power supply.  Therefore they felt that the penalty 
for failing to meet the guaranteed standard of service should reflect this. 
 

άLǘ ŘŜǇŜƴŘǎ Ƙƻǿ ƭƻƴƎ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƎƻƻŘǿƛƭƭ ǇŀȅƳŜƴǘΦ Lǘ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ 
ōŜ ŀ ǎƭƛŘƛƴƎ ǎŎŀƭŜΣ ƳŀȅōŜ ϻнр ǇŜǊ ŘŀȅΦέ  

(Newcastle, ABC1, Empty nesters) 
 

άϻнр ƎƻƻŘǿƛƭƭ ǇŀȅƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ŀŎŎŜǇǘŀōƭŜΣ ƳŀȅōŜ ϻнр ǇŜǊ ƘƻǳǊΦέ 
(Belfast, C2DE, Older family) 

 
On first reading that the electricity company would replace the main fuse within three hours 
during a working day and four hours on any other day this was viewed as acceptable.  
However, when informed of the limitation that the incident should be reported during 
specified hours (8am to 8pm weekdays and 9am to 5pm at the weekend) participants 
realised that customers could potentially be without power from, for example, 5.01pm on a 
Saturday until 1pm on a Sunday.  This was viewed as unacceptable with participants 
reverting to their original interpretation of the standard as being acceptable. 
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Meter accuracy issues 

The current GSS for queries on meter accuracy is five working days to provide an 
explanation, or if a visit is required then seven working days to make an appointment.   
 
Many participants commented that the wording of this standard was misleading, 
interpreting it as seven days to arrange and make a visit, rather than just to set the 
appointment.  It was thought that the former interpretation was a more acceptable 
standard. 
 

ά{ŜǾŜƴ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ Řŀȅǎ ƛǎ ŀ ōƛǘ ƭƻƴƎ and a bit misleading. It implies a week which is not 
ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎŜΧI would think five working days would be more appropriate, and easier to 
ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ Χ Change wording to resolve, ratƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ΨƳŀƪŜ ŀƴ ŀǇǇƻƛƴǘƳŜƴǘΩΦ L 
ǿƻǳƭŘ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƭŜŀǊŜǊΦέ 

(Belfast, ABC1, Young professionals) 
 
Others queried the length of time afforded in the current standard with many thinking that it 
was too lenient. 

 
άL ǿƻǳƭŘ ŜȄǇŜŎǘ ŀ ǊŜǇƭȅ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ǉǳŜǊȅ ƻƴ Ƴȅ ƳŜǘŜǊ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ нп ƘƻǳǊǎΦέ 

  (Belfast, C2DE, Older family) 
 
άLŦ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ŀƴŘ ƛǘΩǎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳΣ ǘƘŜȅ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƴ ŀǇǇƻƛƴǘƳŜƴǘ ƳŀŘŜ 
ǿƛǘƘƛƴ нп ƘƻǳǊǎΦέ 

(Coleraine, under 65 with disability) 
 

ά¢ƘŜȅ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ƛǘ ǊŜǎƻƭǾŜŘ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ пу ƘƻǳǊǎΣ ǳƴƭŜǎǎ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ǿƻǊƪ ƴŜŜŘƛƴƎ ŘƻƴŜΦ 
LŦ ƛǘΩǎ Ƨǳǎǘ ǘƘŜƳ ŎƻƳƛƴƎ ƻǳǘ ǘƻ ƭƻƻƪ ŀǘ ȅƻǳǊ ƳŜǘŜǊΣ ǘƘŜƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŘƻƴŜ ǉǳƛŎƪŜǊΦέ  

(Coleraine, under 65 with disability) 
 

Some participants recounted experiences whereby current standards were not being 
adhered to. 

 
άaȅ ǎƻƴ Ƙŀǎ ƳƻǾŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ŀ ƘƻǳǎŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƳŜǘŜǊ ƛǎ ŦƛȄŜŘΦ IŜ Ƙŀǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ ƛǘ six times 
ŀƴŘ ƴƻōƻŘȅ Ƙŀǎ ŎƻƳŜ ƻǳǘ ǘƻ ƭƻƻƪ ŀǘ ƛǘΦέ 

([Ω5ŜǊǊȅ, C2DE, Older people 65+) 
 

Others queried whether electricity meters were checked for accuracy and thought that this 
should be a more regular occurrence.  One younger participant recounted that he had 
reported a meter accuracy issue to NIE.  Although he was convinced that the meter was 
wrong given the high electricity costs he was paying, NIE told him it was accurate.  He was 
eventually rehoused and reported that his electricity is now more affordable. 

 
άL ǘƘƛƴƪ ƛǘ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŎƻƳǇǳƭǎƻǊȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƳŜǘŜǊ ƛǎ ŎƘŜŎƪŜŘ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ƭŜƎŀƭƭȅΦ ! ǿŜŜƪ ƛǎ 
ƻƪ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŀǘΦέ 

([Ω5ŜǊǊȅ, C2DE, Older people 65+) 
 

 ά!ǊŜ ǘƘŜ ƳŜǘŜǊǎ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜŘΚ bƻōƻŘȅ Ƙŀǎ ŜǾŜǊ ƭƻƻƪŜŘ ŀǘ ƳƛƴŜΣ ŀƴŘ LΩǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ƛƴ Ƴȅ 
ƘƻǳǎŜ ǎƛƴŎŜ мффтΦέ 

(Coleraine, under 65 with disability) 
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Estimate for an electricity supply 

Participants were asked how long it is acceptable to wait for an estimate or quotation for an 
electricity supply.  The current GSS standard is seven working days for a small quotation and 
15 working days for a larger quotation.   
 
Most participants considered this to be a routine task for most households and therefore 
expected a quick turnaround on the quotation.  Therefore the current standard was 
considered to be very lenient.  Even when asked to consider that visits may be required to 
the property etc., participants still struggled to understand the timeframe for the current 
standard. 
 

άL ǿƻǳƭŘ ŜȄǇŜŎǘ ǉǳƻǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ нп ƘƻǳǊǎΦέ 
(Belfast, ABC1, Older family) 

 
άaȅ ǎƛǎǘŜǊ ǿŀǎ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ her meter moved as she wanted a downstairs toilet in. 
Seven days is far too long for someone to punch information into a computer.  This is 
ŀ ǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘ ǇǊƻŎŜŘǳǊŜΦέ 

(Belfast, C2DE, Older family) 
 
As this standard did not relate to an interruption of supply the £50 payment was viewed as 
acceptable.  

Reconnections and new supply 

When discussing reconnections and new supplies a number of circumstances were 
considered including reconnection after power had been disconnected, moving into a new 
home and when establishing a supply to a new building. It should be noted that participants 
had little experience of connecting a new supply. The current GSS for a new supply is two 
working days for a domestic property.  The GSS payment if this target is not kept is £25, with 
£50 payable if an appointment is not met. 
 
The main concern for customers in relation to a new supply was whether the customer was 
with electricity or not.  Again, given the value placed on having an uninterrupted service, 
participants thought that the supply should be reinstated as quickly as possible when there 
was a direct impact on the customer. 
 
In relation to those instances when current supply was not an issue, participants were 
prepared to consider a longer lead time.  For example, they understood that customers 
usually had to plan to move into a new home and therefore could contact NIE in advance to 
ensure that the electricity was connected.   
 
A number of participants commented that when moving to a new home the electricity is 
often already connected and a change of billing details or the sourcing of a pre-payment 
card is all that is required.  Therefore re-connection of supply was less likely to be an issue in 
such cases.  However, it was also noted that the current standard was not always adhered 
to. 
 

άLŦ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ Ǉŀȅ Ƴȅ ōƛƭƭ ŀƴŘ Ƴȅ ǎǳǇǇƭȅ ǿŀǎ Ŏǳǘ ƻŦŦΣ L would expect it reinstated 
ƛƳƳŜŘƛŀǘŜƭȅ ǿƘŜƴ Ƴȅ ōƛƭƭ ƛǎ ǇŀƛŘΦέ 

(Belfast, C2DE, Older family) 
 

ά¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ŀ ƧƻƪŜΦ aȅ ƎǊŀƴŘŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊ ǿŀƛǘŜŘ ŀ ǿŜŜƪ ƛƴ ƘŜǊ ƴŜǿ Ŧƭŀǘ ŦƻǊ ŜƭŜŎǘǊƛŎƛǘȅΦέ 
([Ω5ŜǊǊȅ, C2DE, Older people 65+) 
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ά9ƛǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ Řŀȅ ƻǊ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ нп ƘƻǳǊǎ ƛŦ ƛǘΩs ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ƳƻǊŜ ŎƻƳǇƭƛŎŀǘŜŘΦέ  
(Coleraine, under 65 with disability) 

 
When participants were asked to consider the GSS timeframe for a new supply these were 
largely viewed as acceptable: 

 
άLǘΩǎ ǊŜŀǎƻƴŀōƭŜ ŦƻǊ ŀ ƴŜǿ ǎǳǇǇƭȅ at a domestic property within two working days 
and four ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ Řŀȅǎ ŦƻǊ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎŜǎΦέ 

(Belfast, C2DE, Older family) 
 
άL ǿƻǳƭŘ ŜȄǇŜŎǘ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿŜŜƪ ŦƻǊ ŀ ƴŜǿ ōǳƛƭŘΦέ 

(Belfast, C2DE, Older family) 
 

In the absence of any direct impact on the customer of not having the power supply then the 
£25 payment level was also seen as acceptable, as was the £50 payment associated with not 
keeping an appointment. 
 

ά¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ ŦŀƛǊ ŜƴƻǳƎƘΦ LŦ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ ƴŜǿ ǎǳǇǇƭȅ ŎƻƳƛƴƎ ƛƴΣ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ƴƻǘ ƭƛǾƛng 
there without electricity £50 is fair enoǳƎƘΦέ 

([Ω5ŜǊǊȅ, C2DE, Older people 65+) 

Issues with pre-payment meters 

The GSS for problems with pre-payment meters is to resolve the issue within three hours 
during a working day and four hours on any other day. Like the GSS relating to main fuse 
replacement, such problems must be reported within a specified timeframe for the GSS to 
apply. 
 
Again participants were concerned as to whether the problem with a pre-payment meter 
would mean that the customer was without power.  In this instance they stressed the need 
to be reconnected as quickly as possible.  The one-off £25 payment was thought to be too 
low and there was no incentive for the provider to fix the issue after the time period had 
passed.  Likewise there was some misunderstanding about the constraint of the timeframe 
given the wording of the GSS. 
 

άLǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ŀǎ ώƳŀƛƴ ŦǳǎŜ ǊŜǇƭŀŎŜƳŜƴǘϐ ȅƻǳǊ ŜƭŜŎǘǊƛŎ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ƻǳǘ ǳƴǘƛƭ ƭǳƴŎƘǘƛƳŜ ǘƘŜ 
ƴŜȄǘ ŘŀȅΦέ 

(Belfast, C2DE, Older family) 
 
ά²ŜΩǊŜ ǇŀȅƛƴƎ ƛƴ ŀŘǾŀƴŎŜ ŦƻǊ ƻǳǊ ŜƭŜŎǘǊƛŎΣ ǎƻ ǘƘŜȅ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƻǳǘ ŜŀǊƭȅ ǘƻ ǎƻǊǘ it out.... 
If it was you that broke it, then that would be ŀ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴΦέ 

(Coleraine, under 65 with disability) 
 
άDƻƻŘ ǘƻ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƛƭƭ come out so quickly for the pre-ǇŀȅƳŜƴǘ ƳŜǘŜǊǎΦέ  

(Coleraine, under 65 with disability) 
 
άL ƪƴƻǿ Ƴȅ ƳŜǘŜǊ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜƴΩǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ three hours, they 
ǿŜǊŜƴΩǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ three ŘŀȅǎΗέ 

(Coleraine, under 65 with disability) 
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Voltage complaints 

Currently if a customer has a voltage complaint the GSS is seven working days to make an 
appointment and five working days to explain if a visit is not required.   
 
Most participants were not familiar with what a voltage complaint entails.  Some guessed 
that it might mean flickering lights and power surges. Some were concerned that issues with 
voltage may have implications for the safety of the supply and could cause damage to 
equipment.  If this was the case they considered that the timeframes within the GSS should 
be tightened.   
 

ά{ŜǾŜƴ Řŀȅǎ ŦƻǊ ŀ ǾƻƭǘŀƎŜ ŎƻƳǇƭŀƛƴǘ ƛǎ ŀ ōƛǘ ǘƻƻ ƭƻƴƎ ǘƻ ǿŀƛǘΦέ 
(Belfast, C2DE, Older family) 

 
άSeven working days to be seen is too long. You will be doing damage to your 
electrical goods if they are running with too much or too little power. If they are not 
working to full potential, I think they are one and the same and should be responded 
ǘƻ ŜǉǳŀƭƭȅΦέ 

(Belfast, ABC1, Young professionals) 
 

ά²Ŝƭƭ ŦƻǊ ǳǎ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŜ ǾƻƭǘŀƎŜ ƛǎǎǳŜ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ŀŦŦŜŎǘǎ ŘƻƳŜǎǘƛŎ ǎǳǇǇƭȅ.ò 

([Ω5ŜǊǊȅ, C2DE, Older people 65+) 
 

άLŦ ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ǾƻƭǘŀƎŜ ŎƻƳǇlaint, you can trip machinery, seven days just to make an 
appointment, or five Řŀȅǎ ǘƻ ǎŀȅ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ŎƻƳŜ ƻǳǘ ƛǎ ŜȄŎŜǎǎƛǾŜΦέ 

(Omagh, ABC1, Young family) 
 

For this standard participants were more concerned about the timeframe than the levels of 
payment.  Due to their lack of understanding of the issue respondents did not have definitive 
views on the level of payment.  However, a one-off payment was viewed as providing little 
or no incentive for the utility company to address the issue after the payment trigger 
timeframe. 

4.6 Views on GSS in relation to gas 
In the paragraphs that follow we discuss the views and issues that group participants and 
survey respondents raised in relation to GSS that are specific to their gas supply. As GSS are 
not currently in place for the gas sector in Northern Ireland, participants were asked about 
standards which are currently in place in England and Wales. 
 
It is interesting to note that respondents to the quantitative survey were mainly pre-
payment gas customers (62%), although a significant proportion payed by Direct Debit 
(25%). While the overall majority of prepayment meters was even larger for those in the 
C2DE group (78%), the majority (45%) of ABC1s paid by Direct Debit (Table 4.6.1). Younger 
householders (aged 16 to 29) were also much more likely to have a pre-payment gas meter 
(81% compared to 65% of 30 to 54 year olds and 50% of those aged 55 or over). 
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Table 4.6.1: Methods of payment for gas  

 Gender Age SEG Total 
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Pre-payment meter 59% 65% 81% 65% 50% 37% 78% 62% 

Direct debit 27% 23% 10% 24% 32% 45% 12% 25% 

Quarterly bill 14% 12% 9% 11% 18% 18% 10% 13% 

5ƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ 0% 0% 1% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 

Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 

  
Table 4.6.2: Methods of payment for gas 

  Children  Disability Total 
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Pre-payment meter 55% 74% 70% 67% 60% 62% 

Direct debit 29% 17% 18% 18% 28% 25% 

Quarterly bill 15% 9% 12% 14% 12% 13% 

5ƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 

Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 

 

Supply restoration 

Similar to electricity, participants stressed how dependent they were on their gas supply and 
the importance of speedy restoration in the case of outage.  
 
In the quantitative phase, 11% of respondents had experienced at least one interruption to 
their gas supply in the previous 12 months (Figure 4.6.1): 7% had one interruption, 2% had 
two, 1% had three, and 1% had experienced more than three breaks in supply. 
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Figure 4.6.1: Frequency of gas supply interruption 
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One quarter (25%) of gas supply interruptions lasted less than four hours (Figure 4.6.2).  A 
further quarter (26%) was between 4 and 23 hours in duration.  Just less than one half (49%) 
reported that the interruption lasted 24 hours or longer.  The average length of interruption 
was 36.5 hours. 

Figure 4.6.2: Duration of longest gas supply interruption 

1

2

23

11

15

49

0 20 40 60 80 100

%

How long, in hours, was the longest interruption to your gas? 

Base 109: Gas respondents who experienced at least one supply interruption in the last 12 months

Mean = 36.5hours

Longest = 14 days

4 hours up to 

<12 hours

1 hour and up to <4 

hours

More than 24 hours

Less than 1 hour

12 hours and up to 

<24 hours

Donôt know

 

 
 



The Utility Regulator ς Consumer views of GSS  

  Page 60    

In the qualitative research, participants were aware of being dependent on their gas supply 
for cooking, heating and hot water.  
 

άL ŎƻǳƭŘ ƴƻǘ Řƻ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ Ƴȅ gas; L ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ƴƻ ƘŜŀǘƛƴƎ ƻǊ ƴƻ Ƙƻǘ ǿŀǘŜǊΦέ 
(Belfast, ABC1, Older family) 

 
Prior to being shown the GSS, as they exist in England and Wales, participants were of the 
view that four to 12 hours was the maximum time acceptable for being without a supply.  
Their reasoning was that after this time period they would have to make alternative 
arrangements for cooking and heating.  Participants also commented that the impact of not 
having their supply was greater in the winter months due to the need for heating. 
 

άLŦ ǘƘŜ Ǝŀǎ ƛǎ ƻŦŦ ŦƻǊ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ п ƘƻǳǊǎΣ ȅƻǳ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŎƻƳǇŜƴǎŀǘŜŘΦέ 
(Belfast, C2DE, Older family) 

 

Respondents to the survey were asked, without prompting, the maximum time they would 
expect it to take to restore a gas supply in normal conditions (Table 4.6.3).  Just 4% thought 
it should take longer than 24 hours and a further 14% gave a response of between 18 hours 
and 24 hours.  Three-quarters (76%) gave a response of up to 12 hours with half (51%) 
believing the maximum time should be four hours or less. 

Similar to the findings relating to electricity, females were more likely to provide a shorter 
maximum time than males. 

 

Table 4.6.3: What is the maximum amount of time you would expect it to take to restore 
your gas supply in normal conditions?  

 Gender Age SEG Total 
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Up to 2 hours 28% 37% 29% 34% 33% 30% 35% 33% 

>2 and up to 4 hours 17% 20% 16% 18% 20% 19% 18% 18% 

>4 and up to 8 hours 13% 12% 16% 14% 9% 16% 11% 13% 

>8 and up to 12 hours 13% 11% 16% 10% 11% 14% 10% 12% 

>12 and up to 18 hours 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 

>18 and up to 24 hours 18% 11% 15% 16% 13% 13% 16% 14% 

>24 and up to 48 hours 4% 2% 2% 2% 5% 3% 3% 3% 

More than 48 hours 1% 1% 1% 1% 1% 0% 1% 1% 

5ƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ 6% 6% 6% 5% 8% 4% 7% 6% 

         

Mean (hours) 8 7 7 7 9 7 8 8 
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Those with no children in their household had the lowest expectations with regard to 
maximum restoration time (Table 4.6.4). 

 

Table 4.6.4: What is the maximum amount of time you would expect it to take to restore 
your gas supply in normal conditions?  

 Children Disability Total 
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Up to 2 hours 32% 35% 32% 41% 30% 33% 

>2 and up to 4 hours 20% 16% 16% 19% 18% 18% 

>4 and up to 8 hours 11% 16% 17% 9% 14% 13% 

>8 and up to 12 hours 12% 11% 14% 8% 13% 12% 

>12 and up to 18 hours 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 

>18 and up to 24 hours 15% 14% 14% 14% 14% 14% 

>24 and up to 48 hours 3% 2% 2% 2% 4% 3% 

More than 48 hours 1% 0% 0% 1% 1% 1% 

5ƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ 6% 7% 6% 6% 6% 6% 

       

Mean (hours) 11 8 8 8 7 8 

 
 
In England and Wales the GSS standard is 24 hours to reconnect with £30 due if this target is 
not met.  A further £30 is payable for each additional 24 hours without supply.   Evidence 
from the focus group discussions suggests that the 24 hour timeframe for reconnection is 
seen as too long and the £30 payment level is seen as too low.  Some suggested that the 
payment should be linked to the number of people in the household, due to the extra cost of 
ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ǘƻ ōǳȅ ΨǘŀƪŜ-ŀǿŀȅΩ ŦƻƻŘΦ 

 
άнп ƘƻǳǊǎ ƛǎ ŀ ƭƻƴƎ ǘƛƳŜ to wait when you have kids, I have a two year old child. 
Twelve hours would be more acceptableΦέ 

([Ω5ŜǊǊȅ, C2DE, Lone parents and families) 
  
άL have five kids, so the compensation would not be enough, it would cost me £30 to 
Ǝƻ ƻǳǘ ŀƴŘ ōǳȅ ŀ ǘŀƪŜŀǿŀȅΦέ 

([Ω5ŜǊǊȅ, C2DE, Lone parents and families) 
 

άLǘ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŀǘ ƭŜŀǎǘ ϻрл ŎƻƳǇŜƴǎŀǘƛƻƴΣ ƻǊ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŀƳƻǳƴǘ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ who live 
ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘΦέ 

(Belfast, C2DE, young family) 

Respondents to the survey were asked their view of a maximum of 24 hours to restore an 
interrupted gas supply (Tables 4.6.5 an 4.6.6).  Echoing the findings from the focus groups 
73% considered this to be too much with 57% saying it was far too much.  One quarter 
thought that the time allowed was about right and just 1% thought it should be a bit more. 

Again females (63%) and those who had someone in their household with a disability (66%) 
were more likely than any other groups to say that 24 hours to restore the gas supply was 
far too much. 


