The Consumer Voice in Europe

ENERGY

BILLING:

LANDSCAPE

REPORT AND SUMMARY

OF GOOD PRACTICE
BEUC INPUT TO THE CONSUMER FRIENDLY ENERGY BILL INITIATIVE

Contact: Martin Salamon, Monika Štajnarová - energy@beuc.eu

BUREAU EUROPÉEN DES UNIONS DE CONSOMMATE URS AISBL | DER EUROPÄISCHE VERB RAUCHERVERBAND
Rue d’Arlon 80, B-1040 Brussels • Tel. +32 (0)2 743 15 90 • www.twitter.com/beuc • consumers@beuc.eu • www.beuc.eu
EC register for interest representatives: identification number 9505781573 -45
Co-funded by the European Union
Ref: BEUC-X-2017-058 - 29/05/2017

1

1. Introduction & scope
The energy bill is the main communication tool between an energy supplier and a
consumer. However, consumers still find their energy bills confusing and unclear bills are
the main reason for consumer complaints.
Studies show that consumers do not understand basic information in their electricity bill.
Bills are often packed with a lot of information or technical terms but consumers cannot
find the necessary information to switch their energy supplier.
A lot has been done to regulate energy bills and the recent ‘Clean Energy for All Europeans’
package of the European Commission acknowledges that energy bills are far from clear.
The package includes proposals that are needed to further improve energy bills and billing
information. This underscores that unclear bills are a continuous, EU-wide problem which
needs to be addressed both at the EU and national/ local level.
To improve energy bills and make them more consumer-friendly, BEUC Secretariat
prepared a report on the current state of play on energy bills in the EU. Based on input
from BEUC members and studies published by the European Commission, this report
provides a number of good practice measures to improve energy bills.
We thank our members VKI (Austria), Danish Consumer Council (Denmark), UFC Quechoisir (France), vzbv (Germany), DECO (Portugal), ZPS (Slovenia), OCU (Spain) and our
UK members Which? and Citizens Advice for submitting useful information and practices
on energy bills.

2. Designing consumer-friendly energy bills in a nutshell

1.

Work from the assumption that the bill is the most important vehicle you have for
communicating with your customer.

2.

Provide all obligatory information.

3.

Consider including all recommended information (such as information on duration
and termination of contract).

4.

Make action-oriented information stand out.

5.

Consider a tiered approach, where the most important information is provided on the
first page and detailed breakdowns, calculations and explanations are on a separate
page(s).

6.

Use easily understandable and consistent language.

7.

Use charts instead of tables.

8.

Consider developing and testing your draft with consumers and consumer
organisations.

9.

Monitor consumers’ reaction by e.g. analysing complaints, calls to customer service
and carry out surveys.
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3. What matters on energy bills?
The first question is whether the required information is provided to consumer in the first
place. Secondly, the question of the usefulness to the consumer of the presentation
(layout) should be asked.
The Second Electricity Market Study (2017) finds problems with both content and layout.
Various studies and examples for BEUC members underline that we are still far from
reaching a point where best practice in billing is the rule in the EU.
3.1. Content
Compliance with current legislation regarding obligatory content in bills varies to a large
degree among countries and companies as illustrated in table 1. Overall in 300 samples,
less than 1/3 of bills contain information about the fuel mix/energy sources or information
about the single point of contact where you can obtain information about your energy
rights.1
Table 1: Status for selected required information in bills
Status for selected required information in bills in sample of 300 bills from 10
EU member countries
Legislation Requirement as expressed in How often is the Lowest
and
source
test
information
highest
present in
scoring
tested bills (%)
countries (%)
Electricity
Fuel mix/energy sources
32
0-52
Directive
Electricity
National contact information point
Directive
or single point of contact for info
28
4-53
on energy rights
Electricity
Information about mediator or 3rd
23
0-57
Directive
party assistance
Energy
Billing
based
on
actual
Efficiency
consumption based on meter
66
44-92
Directive
reading (monthly, quarterly etc.)*
Energy
Base price per kWh of your tariff
Efficiency
82
65-93
Directive
Energy
Details about consumption during
Efficiency
billing period (in kWh)
59
40-83
Directive
Energy
Current consumption compared to
Efficiency
earlier consumption
44
8-87
Directive
Energy
Tips on saving energy
Efficiency
26
8-57
Directive
*Requirement is at least once a year
Source: Second Electricity Market Study, Table 30

1

Two requirements set out in the Electricity Directive, Second Electricity Market Study pp.136-177
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Looking at content2 recommended by the European Commission, there is also great
variation. Duration of contract was missing in 78% of the samples, while one out of five
did not contain a detailed breakdown of the price.
Table 2: Status for selected recommended information in bills
Status for selected recommended information in bills in sample of 300 bills
from 10 EU member countries
Recommendations Requirement as expressed How often is Lowest and
source
in test
the
highest
information
scoring
present
in countries
tested
bills (%)
(%)
E-billing report
Telephone no. of customer
96
80-100
service/helpline
E-billing report
Duration of contract (e.g. 24
22
0-50
months)
E-billing report
Period of notice to terminate
19
0-57
contract
E-billing report
Tariff name/plan
80
57-100
E-billing report
A detailed price breakdown
79
8-100
for your tariff
E-billing report
Base price per kWh of your
82
65-93
tariff
E-billing report
Switching
code/meter
73
44-96
identification
E-billing report
Payment method
84
64-100
E-billing report
Information about how to
obtain your bill in alternative
24
5-53
format
Source: Second Electricity Market Study, Table 31

For both required and recommended information, there is great variation between
countries and also within countries. For instance, according to the survey (2016) of the
Portuguese consumer organization, DECO, there is a serious lack of information in bills
across different energy companies. Basic information was often lacking, such as correctly
identifying the commercial offer as well as presenting the consumer’s consumption history
and profile. BEUC Spanish member, OCU, highlights an example on how all required
information can be presented.3

BEUC recommendations:
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•

Provide all obligatory information.

•

Consider including all recommended information.

The European Commission’s non-binding guidance on billing found in Working Group Report on e-Billing and
Personal Energy Data Management and summarized in Second Electricity Market Study, Table 31
See https://www.boe.es/boe/dias/2014/05/30/pdfs/BOE-A-2014-5655.pdf , pages: 26-28
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3.2. Comprehension
Consumers’ understanding of electricity bills is very different from country to country.
Mystery shopping shows that in some countries more than 60% completely agree or agree
that their bill is clear and easy to understand, while in others, this figure falls to as low as
26%.4

Source: Second Electricity Market Study, Figure 103, 2017

It is important to bear in mind that providing more of the required information does not in
itself lead to a bill which is easier to understand. While energy bills in Germany in general
had more of (not all) the required information, they were found by many to be easy to
understand. For France and the Czech Republic, a relatively high content score did not lead
to a similar high comprehension score. How the information is presented is thus important
for the consumers’ ability to make use of the bill.
Many techniques are available to make a bill more understandable, including working with
page layout, language, fonts, shading, colours etc. How many of these techniques can be
used by individual companies will be dependent on the design policy of the company. Two
aspects can be singled out which should be possible to weave into the bill at most
companies in order to improve the consumers understanding of the bill.
The first aspect is language. In addition to being easily understandable, language and
terms used should be consistent across all the company’s contacts with consumers. The
technical department, the public relations department and the billing department will often
use different terms for the same thing or situation. The reasons for these differences are
typically historical, technical and legal but nonetheless may confuse the consumer and
make it less likely that the communication is understood as intended.5 When settling on a
company-wide term, it should also be chosen for its ease of understanding. In a 2016 study

4

5

This question does not provide the answer to whether consumers are given the necessary information or are
able to use this information for instance for switching their supplier.
Forbrugertillid paa elmarkedet: Joint study by the Danish Energy Association and the Danish Consumer Council
(2012)
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on bills in Rhineland-Palatinate, the use of technical language and acronyms was identified
by vzbv as a barrier to understanding the bill.6
The second aspect is the way data is presented. While engineers, accountants and
economists may find it easier and more satisfying to read a table than a chart, this seems
not to be the case for the average consumer. In a test of how well they knew their
consumption history after reading the bill, only 42% of respondents could correctly answer
how much energy they had consumed in the previous year when it had been presented in
a table. This is contrasted with 58% of respondents answering correctly when they had
been shown their consumption history in a chart.7
BEUC recommendations:
•

Use easily understandable and consistent language.

•

Use charts instead of tables.

3.3. Call for payment
In addition to being a source of information for scrutiny, control and advice, the bill is a
call for action for the consumer. Firstly, to know what to pay but also when to pay and how
to pay. The consequences for both consumer and company are negative and can be costly,
if this is not done or is done incorrectly. The bill should therefore inform the consumer
clearly about the action required to carry out payment (amount, means and date).
There are several examples of how this can be done. For instance, in the UK an energy
supplier engaged with consumer groups to design a new simpler bill (see Annex I). Another
example comes from Slovenia (see Annex II) and an example of how information about
payment option can be provided in a comprehensive, yet understandable manner is found
in the bill example in France (see Annex III).
BEUC recommendation:
•

Make action-oriented information stand out.

3.4. Make sure all consumers can make use of the bill
Consumers vary in many ways, including in their interest and ability to read complicated
tables, reports and bill statements. It is therefore important to make sure that no
consumers are left behind when designing the bill while still allowing all consumers access
to detailed background information.
Recent research by Citizens Advice also points to the “idea that different groups of
consumers may want a different balance of content”. ‘The Lost Decade’ report provides an
overview of consumer experience of energy billing issues between 2005 - 2015.8
6
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8

Examples mentioned were KWK-Umlage, AbLaV-Umlage, HT / NT, Wirkstromverbrauch, maschinelle Schätzung.
http://www.verbraucherzentrale-rlp.de/media239521A.pdf
Second Electricity Market Study, European Commission, 2017
The Lost Decade report is available at:
https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/Global/CitizensAdvice/essential%20services%20publications/Lost%20Deca
de%20Report2%20New%20Front.pdf
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The most straightforward way to solve this dilemma is to use a tiered approach. A first
step, taken independently by several companies, has been to include a short cover letter
with a traditional bill explaining and highlighting selected information which is illustrated
by an Austrian example (see Annex IV). Another example provided by the European
Commission illustrates how tiered information can be displayed in e-bills (see Annex V).
According to the Rhineland-Palatinate study on understandability of energy bills (2016),
consumers prefer to have all relevant information on the first page. A more integrated
approach is to design both the front page and the following pages in a way that enables all
consumers to make good use of the bill. This study describes following problems:
o

Large size of electricity bills: The average length of electricity bills is five pages and
varies between 3 and more than 10 pages.

o

Often confusing layout, a lot of data, many shortcuts and many technical definitions
are used (e.g.: KWK-Umlage, AbLaV-Umlage, HT / NT, Wirkstromverbrauch,
maschinelle Schätzung), partly very small letters and numbers, sometimes price
information with 3 to 6 places after the decimal point (e.g. 0,108398 € per kWh),
important information hidden in a lot of text, etc.

o

In two thirds of the examined electricity bills the price per kWh incl. tax (pretax) is
missing.

o

Many consumers do not know their actual electricity consumption (and cannot find the
information about their yearly consumption on their bill).

o

Conversion of the consumption to 365 days/year is often missing (to compare it with
the consumption in the previous year).

o

Graphs which should show the consumption of comparable households (of the same
size) are often not understandable for consumers because of the layout.

o

Contact data of independent organisations which offer energy advice (like consumer
associations) are often missing or incomplete (only web link, no address, no telephone
number).

BEUC recommendation:
•

Consider a tiered approach, where the most important information is
provided on the first page and detailed breakdowns, calculations and
explanations are on a separate page(s).

3.5. Design process
Consumer organisations have often developed extensive experience, expertise and
networks with regards to communication with consumers and the nature of consumer
complaints.
It may therefore be advantageous for companies to engage with consumers and their
organisations in developing and testing draft bills. For an example see the effort by SSE in
the UK (Annex I). However, due to the size of some consumer-organisations this might not
always be possible. Any use of resources from consumers and consumer organisations
should be recompensed.
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BEUC recommendation:
•

Consider developing and testing your draft with consumers and
consumer organizations.

3.6. Follow-up
The work of developing a better bill is not finished with the implementation of a new and
better format. It is necessary for the company to follow the actual customer experience
with the new format. A Danish electricity provider who recently spent considerable
resources developing a new and more accessible format found that some of its customers
still found the bill difficult to understand. According to the company, many customers were
happy with the new format but a group, apparently “weaker” customers found it confusing.
This has led the company to work further on making the bill simpler and tiered.
BEUC recommendation:
•

Monitor consumers’ reaction by e.g. analysing complaints, calls to
customer service and carry out surveys.

3.7. The central role of the bill
The main reason for consumers to contact their electricity company is the bill.9 For the
consumer, the bill is a source of information for scrutiny, control and advice and a call for
action. With the introduction of competition, the bill becomes a vital link between the
consumer and the electricity company. Consumers’ lives can be burdened and market
shares can be lost through poor bills. It is therefore important for all, that the quality of
bills is improved.
BEUC recommendation:
• Work from the assumption that the bill is the most important vehicle
you have for communicating with your customer.

4. Useful links
4.1. Reports published by the European Commission
• Second consumer market study on the functioning of the retail electricity markets for
consumers in the EU (2017)
• Commission Staff Working Document evaluation of the EU Framework for Metering
and Billing of Energy Consumption (2016)
• Working Group Report on e-Billing and Personal Energy Data Management (2013)
• Example of a regular electricity bill
9

Second Electricity Market Study, fig 15
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• Example of an annual electricity bill
• Example showing good practices on online electricity bills (e-bills)
4.2. Report published by ACER/CEER
•

Market Monitoring Report (2016) Consumer Protection and Empowerment Volume
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5. Annex
5.1. Annex I (UK)10
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Available at: http://sse.com/newsandviews/allarticles/2016/02/new-sse-bill-design-aims-to-end-energy-billconfusion/

9
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5.2. Annex II (Slovenia)
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5.3. Annex III (France)
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5.4. Annex IV (Austria)
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5.5. Annex V (European Commission)11
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http://ec.europa.eu/consumers/archive/citizen/my_rights/docs/12_10A4ebilling.pdf
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This publication is part of an activity which has received funding under an operating grant
from the European Union’s Consumer Programme (2014-2020).
The content of this publication represents the views of the author only and it is his/her sole
responsibility; it cannot be considered to reflect the views of the European Commission and/or
the Consumers, Health, Agriculture and Food Executive Agency or any other body of the
European Union. The European Commission and the Agency do not accept any responsibility for
use that may be made of the information it contains.
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