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What are consumers’ energy experiences 
during the Covid-19 pandemic? 
April 2020 update 



Understanding the consumer experience with energy bills 
during social distancing

How are consumers managing?

Many are under financial strain. A quarter (23%) feel 
their finances are negatively impacted and almost half 
(44%) expect their financial situation to deteriorate in 
the next six months1. 

Over half (56%) say they are using more energy than 
normal for the time of year (particularly households 
with children), but far fewer (35%) have yet given 
consideration to the roll-on impact to their bills2. 

• There is potential for bill shock down the line. This 
may be compounded for consumers who are in 
arrears on bills after winter. 

Around two thirds of PPM customers top up in person. A 
third of PPM customers are worried about being able to 
top up because they can’t get out. A similar amount are 
worried they won’t be able to top up  because their 
income is reduced. So far one in five (22%) have 
experienced difficulties with topping up2.  

Support offered to consumers to help them energy 
bills may need to be long term

If consumers are already feeling financial strain, some may 
end up deferring bills or reducing payments. As it will take 
many months to ‘return to normal’, it’s likely that provisions 
to support paying bills may need to be in place long after 
social distancing ends. 

Actions suppliers are taking now to help customs manage 
payments provide are providing immediate financial relief. 
But consumers are still accumulating debt and we need to 
consider how to smooth the process for repaying this debt 
and getting ‘back to normal’.



How are consumers coping?
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Consumers are under strain 

93% are concerned about the impact on the country3

83% are worried about the impact of Covid-19 on 
their life generally4

75% are concerned about the risk of coronavirus to 
themselves3

53% feel it has negatively impacted their wellbeing4.

Life under lockdown5
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Young people               are under more financial strain 
than the average consumer 

Finances are under strain4

23% said their household 

finances were negatively 
affected by the crisis

44% expect their 

finances to get worse 

in the next 6 months

April 2020 6 months time

https://www.ipsos.com/ipsos-mori/en-uk/public-opinion-covid-19-coronavirus-pandemic#videos
https://www.ipsos.com/ipsos-mori/en-uk/public-opinion-covid-19-coronavirus-pandemic#videos


Consumers under financial strain may fall behind on bills and need 
support beyond the end of social distancing to manage repayments
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Many consumers don’t yet know what support 
is available for them to manage bills. 

1. Ofgem coronavirus polling, 7-13 April 2020
2. How do consumers’ respond to Ofgem’s ‘Advice for energy consumers’ web-content?  Ofgem User Testing, April 2020

Consumers would appreciate advice on lowering 
energy consumption.

Such information could help to manage future 
bills. It would have greater reach if it came from 
suppliers as Ofgem is little known by consumers6.

Advice on energy saving is welcomed6

Energy use is increasing2

… but this doesn’t always translate into 
awareness that bills will go up

Bill shock may be on the horizon

56% report using 
more energy 
than usual

Rising to 75% 
among families 
with children

Only 35% have thought about 
the impact on their bills

Only 1 in 6 direct debit or 
standard credit customers 
are worried about falling 
behind on their bills

Many will need long term support to manage repayments6

?
When made aware of support available, this provides an 
immediate sense of relief, but there’s concern about how to 
manage repaying accumulated debt down the line.

We need to work with energy suppliers to ensure we factor 
in a smooth process for “getting back to normal”6



PPM customers are adversely affected 
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Many PPM customers who’ve 
had difficulty topping up 

haven’t sought help

47% haven’t done anything   

Local shop is closed (13%)

Reduced the amount they usually top up (10%)

Run out of credit and can’t afford to top up (8%)

Self-isolating at home due to social distancing (7%)

No transport to their local top-up shop (6%).

1 in 5 PPM customers (22%) have already 
experienced problems with topping up2:

PPM customers need support 
to top up and repay debt2

34% worry about 

topping up because 
their income has been 
reduced

33% worry about 

topping up as their 
usual payment point is 
closed

Just under 7 in 10 
electricity PPM customers top up in person

How can we improve 
uptake of support available 
to these consumers?

17% contacted friends and family

8% contacted their supplier



Supplier assistance
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Information is positively received2

PPM customers have experienced 
difficulty contacting suppliers2

Can we ask suppliers to send proactive 
personalised comms to customers 
(especially vulnerable customers)?

have tried and failed to 
contact their supplier4% 

this is considerably higher 
among PPM customers11% 

Justs over a third recall of support 
information from suppliers2

37%recall receiving Covid-

related comms from their 
suppliers 

> 50% found the communications easy to 

understand, reassuring and useful



Methodology
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In April 2020, Ofgem’s Customer and Behavioural Insights team carried out a poll to 
understand the experiences of domestic energy consumers during social distancing in 
relation to energy use and bills. Fieldwork was carried out by Ipsos Mori, using their 
telephone omnibus, with a GB-representative sample of 864 domestic energy bill payers.

This report outlines key findings from this poll and also draws on information from publically 
available public opinion polling conducted by Ipsos Mori and the ONS Health and Well-being 
survey. 
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Our core purpose is to ensure that all consumers can get good 
value and service from the energy market.
In support of this we favour market solutions where practical, 
incentive regulation for monopolies and an approach that seeks to 
enable innovation and beneficial change whilst protecting 
consumers.

We will ensure that Ofgem will operate as an efficient 
organisation, driven by skilled and empowered staff, that will act 
quickly, predictably and effectively in the consumer interest, based 
on independent and transparent insight into consumers’ 
experiences and the operation of energy systems and markets.

www.ofgem.gov.uk


