Finding the best
utility player

In our first ever utilities satisfaction survey, we reveal the
best gas and electricity supplier and those to avoid, plus
tips on saving money as prices skyrocket

he aversge vearly household
energy bill now stands at almost
£1,300. In the summer, the hig
six’ suppliers which dominate
the market in Britain (for Northern
[reland, see pd3) hiked their prices for

What we

the second time this vear, And increases discovered
of 116% on gas prices and 73% on elec-  TTOIM OUr
tricity slince 2003 have left m rm}r_f'am?'lie:, survey
struggling, Indesd, a quarter of Which? P
members told us they're worried YWOIIE
about being able w afford these please
L'sslzntial scrvi{'f's. . ;uﬂst of

ut — apart from the obvious —what g
do gas and electricity customers get for the b'g
their money? We surveyed more than f-Lii:lﬂiiE'TE

8,600 Which? members to find out. And,
what we discovered from our survey
won't please most of the big suppliers.

UTILITY SATISFACTION IN BRIEF

Facts and figures about satisfaction and price rises in the utilities industry
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Npower

MNpower bottom with
ascore of 32%

Uility Warehouse top
with a score of 72%

T3% increases in electricity 116% increases in gas
prices in five years prices in five years

Average satisfaction
score only 47% = the
lowest of all industries

20% had a problem

T% have problems
with their supplierin  with bills ““:f“:_’ﬂ‘ﬂ"hi" our
the past year satisfaction surveys
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Our members complained about
poor customer service and value for
money, inaccurate or unintelligible bills
and a lack of communication.

The average customer satisfaction
score for energy suppliers was just 47%:,
making this the lowest performing of all
the industries covered by our satisfaction
surveys in the past 12 months. But,
despite spiralling energy costs, some
companies show that it is possible o
keep their customers happy

Utility who?

The best supplier in our survey is Utility
Warchouse (see table, opposite). [t is the
only company to feature in our survey
not owned by one of the so-called "big
six’. For more on Utility Warehouse, see
‘Best supplier, opposite.

Most of the big six suppliers didn't do
that well in our survey. The best of the
bunch was Scottish & Southern Energy
(55E 1, whose overall score of 60% was
significantly better than its major rivals.

Poor providers

The worst supplier in our survey is the
company currently the subject of
inquiries into its billing and sales prac-
tice by industry regulator Ofgem -
Npower. In our survey, Npower's cus-
tomers gave the supplier a terrible cus-
tomer sabsfaction score of 32%. For
maore on why Mpower fares so poorly, see
“Worst supplier’, opposite,

British Gas, which recently hiked gas
prices by a record 35% and electricity by
9%, isn't far above Npower, with a score
of just 40%.

Which? member Katie Soonawalla
told ws that British Gas had failed to note
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thit her gas meter had been changed
from an old type measuring cubic feet to
a new type measuring cubic metres,
"They took £698 from my account for
ust two summier months worth of gas)
Katie explained. ‘It took five months o
geta refund,

Considering British Gas's low stand-
ing in our survey and almost 10 vears of
cotnpetition, it seems surprising that the
former gas monopoly remains Britain's
biggest energy supplier. Thankiully, it's
casy to switch supplier if vou are one of
those dissatisfied by the service — see
“Switch with Which’, p42, for more,

Problems, probiems...

e in five of you told us that vou'd
experienced a problem with your sup-
plier during the past 12 months.
However, if you are with Npower, then
your chances of having had a problem
are higher — almaost one in three,

The most commonly mentioned
problems were cither not getting bills or
getting bills with errors on them { 7% of
respondents) — only Utility Warehouse
receivid a good rating for the accuracy
of its hills and how easy they were to
understand. Suppliers not coming lo
read your meter (6% ), and contacting or
resolving queries with your supplier
(5% were other commaon problems.

Although this means that the majority
of vou didn't experience any specific prob-
lerns, we feel the figure is still too high
when customers have enough worries
about meeting the cost of energy.

Other concerns
We also found that, in the past 12
months, only a third of customers said
they'd received any information from
their suppliers about saving energy. And
only a quarter of all respondents said
they had been told about ways to change
their billing options, such as managing
accounts online, which can be cheaper,
As the price of energy goes up, 1t is
imperative that suppliers take a leading
role in cnsuring that customers do not
waste energy and that they manage their
account in the most cost-effective way.

Green suppliers

Mare than 40% of you told us you were
concerned about the environmental
impact of your energy use. One way to
reduce this is to sign up to a tariff thal

www.which.co.uk

BEST SUPPLIER
Utility Warehouse

Litility Warehouse customers
told us that their bills are
accurate and easy to
understand. They also gave
the supplier excellent marks
for customer service and the
quality of the telephone
sUpport service,

Lility Warehouse is a
"discount cluby’, which charges
a small membsrship fee

(72%)

{starting from €176 a manth)
and provides phone and ISP
services, as well as gas and
electricity, Instead of sending
out guarterly bilis, the
company sends customers a
statement every month
covering all services,

The company says its prices
are in fine with the average
cost of direct debit gas and

UTILITY

WAREHOUSE
Aaitharined
Biseribine

o
region, but it doesn't check its
prices against dual-fual or
online deals, so it won't be the
cheapest around, However, its
customers still awarded it full
marks for vale for money,

RCH
Between May and June
2008, we sent 16,002
members of the Which?
online panel a survey
about their gas or
electricity supplier,
We recelved 8,694
responses — 4,241
for gas and 4,453
for electricity. As all
of the suppliers
featured supply both
gas and electricity,
we hawve comblned
their scores in the
results table.

Npower (32%)

Although we think that almost
all of the suppliers 0 our survey
could do more to improve their
bills” accuracy and ease of
understanding, Mpower was
rated particularhy poorly.

The company’s customer
service received a resounding
thumbs-down too, as did the
auality of the online and
telephone customer support
and the ability to deal with
customers’ queries,

And, as a reflection of such

npower;

atysmal customer service
across the board, the value for
money scone was, predictably,
also very low,

One of Mpower's disgruntled
customers is Julia Macphie
from Gloucestershire, ‘The
customer service is a farce,
Julia told us, ‘Despite 30-odd
phone calls, eight visits by
different meter readers and
several letters, Mpower hasn't
sent me a comrect bill for nearly
two years,
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supplies electricity from a renewable
source, There are also some suppliers
that deal specifically in green electricity,

We didn't receive enough responses
from customers of Ecotricity, Green
Energy or Good Energy to rate them
individually, but it appears that these
suppliers are very popular with those
that use them. Around three quarters of
customers with a green supplier told us
they are very satisfied with the service.

The drawback is that buying electric-
itv fronm these suppliers is generally more
expensive than from the big six| And, as
they don't currently sell gas, you'll also
miss out on dual-fuel {gas and electric-
ity from a single supplier) discounts,

Just move on

If vou're not happy with your supplier,
switch, Nine in 10 of you who have done
so told us that you found it easy,

According to Ofgem, despite 10 vears
ol competition in the market, around
20% ol houscholds still get their gas
from British Gas, and electricity from the
company that took over the ald electric-
ity board in their area. This arrangement
could be costing vou a fortune,

Switching from this to a dual-fuel tar-
iff and paying by monthly direct debit
could save you more than £150 a vear.
And if paying by direct debit isn’t for
voul, then dual-fuel tariffs that allow vou
to pay when you receive your bill could
save vou around £100 a year,

If you go for online bills instead of
paper, you could make further savings,
The average difference between the
cheapest regular (non-online) direct-
debit dual-fuel deal and the cheapest
online direct-debit dual-fuel deal across
the 14 distribution areas is £100 a vear,

Online account management is not
for everyone, but those who have never
swilched before could cut their annual
bills by around £250 by doing this,

Onee you've made this initial switch,
however, the savings you can malke by
switching supplier again are less sub-
stantial. The average difference between
the cheapest and most expensive of the
‘big six’ is just £44 over a vear for regular
direct debit dual fuel and £69 for online
direct debit dual fuel —although, as sup-
pliers price differently in each of the 14
regions, the amount you actually save will
depend on where you live. See Switch
with Which?, right, for more on this,
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DIRECT DEBIT OR CREDIT?

Direct debit may be the cheapest way to pay, but accounts aren't balancing out

Most Which? members pay
their wtility bifls by monthly
direct debit. This means your
supplier will calculate how
much you spend on energy in
ayear and divide this up into
equal payments.

Howeever, energy use is not
aqual during the year — you
effectively underpay in the
winter and overpay in summer,
For example, if vour annual
gasz and electricity bil is £1,300
a year then this would be
broken down Into payments
of E108 a month. But as you're
likely to use more than £108
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wiorth of energy In the winter
and less in the summer then
wour account will probably
show a minus or plus balance
depending on the time of
year — the idea, according to
trade body The Energy Retall
Association, is that bills
balance out over the year.

W asked those who paid
by direct debit to tell us how
much your account was in
debt or credit at the time of
vour last bill, Half of all
electricity, and 40% of gas
customers, said their accounts
were [ credit. Qur survey took
place at the end of the coldar,
darker half of the yvear when
energy use is higher) and we'd
expect to see a debit balance.
The fact that so many of you
wera In credit means your
supplier could be asking you
to pay more than you need to,

The average amount that
these accounts were in credit
wias £71 for gas and £62 far
electricity, Amazingly, 21%
of gas and 16% of electricity

customers teld us that thelr
accounts weare mare than £100
in credit, and 6% were mare
than £200 in credit.

The balance of direct debit
accounts is often not even

With 11.7 million electricity
customers and 10.5 milllon
gas customers paying by
direct debit, we estimate
this amounts to a combined
overpayment of more than
£660m — money that would
be better off in our own bank
accounts rather than our
energy suppliers’ (For more,
see 'Paying double for the
same energy’, right),

Which? says
Owr survey reveals that too many
suppliers are letting customers down
with bills that aren't accurate or easy to
understand, direct debits that don't add
up {see Direct debit or credit?) above),
and inadequate customer service.

At a time of high prices, customers
want value [or money — but this can only
be said of two suppliers in our survey,

Consumer Direct
045 404 0506
W cansumerdinaet ok

We want Lo see energy suppliers do
mare o help their customers under-
stand and reduce their energy use
bevond just offering them different ways
to pay and energy-saving light bulbs.

Providing services that help customers
save energy and money should improve
suppliers’ image and increase lovalty -
key priovities for any company. But first
they need to get the basics right.

SWITCH WITH WHICH?
Save £233

Switchwith _®

Energy Saving Trust

Q800 5122
whsiweneaysaingbrust.orguk
Switch with Which? 0500 533031
woers swilchdthwhich,co.uk
Utility Warehouse

0844 BIS 7777
wwalutilitywanshouse.co.uk

with Which? ) )i~ D

With prices rocketing, it's

vital you check whether you can save money by
switching supplier. Our free Switch with Which? service
(www.switchwithwhich.co.uk) lets you compare prices
to ensure you're not paying over the odds. Users saved
an average £233 a vear per househald between

October 2007 and April 2008.
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