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Introduction
The OEB commissioned Innovative Research Group Inc. (INNOVATIVE) in the spring of 2014 to act as an
independent consultant to help design, collect feedback and document the ECPA Review consultation
process among low‐volume consumers. The consumer consultation component of the ECPA Review had
two key objectives:
1) Assess low‐volume consumer experiences with Ontario energy retail market, and
2) Assess how effective the ECPA has been in protecting the interests of low‐volume consumers.

Consultation Process Overview
One of the biggest challenges in managing a consumer engagement for the ECPA Review is the low level
of knowledge the average Ontario consumer has of the energy sector (including the energy retail
market). To help bridge the knowledge gap, the consumer consultation aimed to engage low‐volume
consumers in a meaningful way.
INNOVATIVE has successfully engaged consumers in complex policy consultations on topics such as
nuclear power policy in the Alberta Nuclear Review, health policy in Saskatchewan’s Patient First Review
and in numerous consumer consultations for Ontario distributor Rate Applications.
Based on this experience, INNOVATIVE understands the best way to consult consumers is through an
iterative, deliberative research‐based approach, integrating stakeholder and consumer feedback.
This approach has three implications:
1) While consumers can credibly report on their own experience with energy markets, they generally
lack the knowledge to compare Ontario to other jurisdictions or to assess the retail energy market’s
performance within a broader understanding of Ontario’s energy system. Many will struggle to
suggest criteria to assess the effectiveness of a consumer protection regime. However, when
provided background information on the issues, consumers can offer valuable feedback on the
perceived problems and solutions generated by others.
2) As such, our approach to this type of consultation is to provide consumers with balanced
information from multiple sources, including literature reviews as well as industry expert feedback,
for them to react to. INNOVATIVE packaged this information into a workbook format, designed to
inform and generate feedback from consumers. Stakeholders were consulted to share their
opinions on the ECPA and provide additional ideas on the topics that should be included in the
workbook and subsequent phases of the consumer consultation. The key to success was to ensure a
wide diversity of stakeholder opinions were canvassed.
3) Consumer participation can be a challenge with consultations on energy. While consumers can
easily become passionate about the issues, they tend not to become active unless there is an
immediate personal stake – a major energy infrastructure project being proposed for their
neighbourhood or an energy price increase. To get around that, we relied primarily on randomly
recruited focus groups and statistically significant telephone surveys which ensured that the full
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range of low‐volume consumers were engaged. We have also created a companion online
workbook so that all consumers who wanted to share their views had an opportunity to do so.
In order to address the project objectives identified above, INNOVATIVE implemented an iterative four‐
phased consumer consultation program to support the ECPA Review:

Explore
This initial exploratory phase of the consultation identified knowledge gaps, how best to assess the ECPA
and provided a framework for the development of the consumer workbook.
1. Literature Review: INNOVATIVE reviewed and documented elements of consumer protection
regimes from other jurisdictions and industries to help structure subsequent components of the
consumer consultation.
2. Industry Expert Interviews1: After completing the literature review, INNOVATIVE conducted a
series of interviews with Ontario energy experts. The purpose of these interviews was to better
understand how well Ontario’s energy retail market is serving consumers and solicit feedback on
the perceived effectiveness of the ECPA. Feedback from these interviews helped to inform the
design of the consumer workbook.
3. Workbook Development: Using the literature review and feedback from industry experts, OEB
staff and INNOVATIVE designed and developed consumer‐facing consultation materials.

1

Feedback was solicited from a group of experts identified by both INNOVATIVE and OEB staff. These experts
represented diverse viewpoints from across Ontario’s energy industry.
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The workbook concept and structure was shared with selected stakeholders to solicit feedback
on areas that may have been overlooked during the initial design phase. Where appropriate,
stakeholder feedback was incorporated into the design of the draft workbook.
After soliciting stakeholder feedback on the topics included in the consumer workbook, a draft
version was tested in a focus group setting among low‐volume consumers. The objective of the
testing focus groups was to identify areas for improvement pertaining to clarity of language,
charts, graphs and other information, as well as length, and to assess whether any topics were
missing. Where appropriate, feedback from the low‐volume consumer focus groups was
incorporated into the final version of the workbook.
The final workbook was divided into four key sections: an explanation of the workbook’s
purpose; a general outline of Ontario’s energy retail markets; information on the current
challenges in retail markets; and a final section on how well elements of ECPA are protecting
consumers. Questions were included throughout the workbook to gauge consumer opinions on
the appropriateness of ECPA elements and identify areas for potential improvement.

Identify
The second phase of the consumer consultation built on the learnings uncovered during the exploratory
phase of the consultation. These learnings aided in finalizing the design of the consumer workbook and
the framework used to identify consumer experiences with the energy retail market and opinions on
elements of the ECPA. In turn, findings from this phase of the consultation helped inform the design of
the consumer telephone survey in the subsequent phase of the consultation.
1. Stakeholder Interviews: INNOVATIVE conducted one‐on‐one interviews with energy retailers,
consumer advocates, and distributors. The interviews had two objectives: 1) to solicit feedback
on the topics and concepts covered in the consumer workbook; and 2) to understand what is
working, what is not working and what can be done to improve the ECPA. This feedback helped
refine the design of the consumer workbook and inform aspects of the subsequent consumer
telephone surveys.
2. Online Workbook: An online workbook was developed to both inform and solicit feedback from
consumers on the perceived appropriateness of ECPA provisions. The online workbook was a
web‐based version of the consumer workbook and was open to participation from all Ontario
consumers.
3. Consumer Focus Groups: Focus groups were conducted across the province among both low‐
volume residential and non‐residential consumers. These focus groups were designed to solicit
feedback on elements of the ECPA and also better understand consumer experiences with the
energy retail market.
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Quantify
The third phase of the review was designed to quantify consumer experiences with Ontario’s energy
retail market through a series of surveys among current energy retail contract holders, former energy
retailer contract holders as well as households and organizations without energy retail contracts. This
phase of the consumer consultation provided a generalizable assessment of the ECPA’s effectiveness
and consumer experiences.
Low‐volume consumers were interviewed by telephone using a random digit dialing methodology. This
sample of consumers came from the general population as well as customer lists provided by energy
retailers for the purpose of conducting the consumer telephone surveys.
The telephone surveys were designed based on feedback from the previous phases of the consumer
consultation and covered the following elements:








Knowledge Profile
Energy Segmentation
Contract Journey (asked of current contract holder)
Cancellation Journey (asked of former contract holders)
Engagement with Energy Retailers (asked of non‐contract holders)
Sales Experience
Attitudes and Demographics/Firmographics

Refine
After the consumer engagement aspects of the consultation were complete, INNOVATIVE produced a
presentation that articulated on the findings from the previous phases of the engagement. These
findings were shared with stakeholders at the OEB‐led ECPA Stakeholder Forum on December 8, 2014,
where participants had the opportunity to ask INNOVATIVE questions about the consumer research
results.
Stakeholders were also invited to submit formal comments to the OEB regarding the ECPA Review by
January 12, 2015, including comments on the consumer research findings.

NOTE: Throughout this report, the term “energy retailers” refers to both electricity retailers and natural
gas marketers.
The following pages of this report document the detailed findings from the consumer consultation
component of the ECPA Review.

ECPA Review: Consumer Consultation Report
Prepared by Innovative Research Group Inc.

Page 4
May 2015

Executive Summary
Exploratory Findings
Note: Findings from industry expert and stakeholder interviews helped inform the development of
consumer‐facing materials and should be interpreted as directional only.

Industry Expert Interviews
A total of 10 industry expert interviews were conducted by INNOVATIVE.
The general consensus is that while natural gas markets have worked well in the past, the current
wholesale price situation is wiping out the short‐term viability of retail natural gas contracts.
Additionally, there is a great deal of skepticism about whether the current market provides any
opportunity for electricity retailers to provide value to low‐volume consumers. Insufficient liquidity,
limited price volatility and the treatment of the Global Adjustment are some of the factors cited by
industry experts as barriers to an ideal market.
However, the ECPA is generally seen to be successful in shielding consumers from the worst of the
alleged abuses, but there still room for improvement. Several experts suggested a ban on door‐to‐door
sales as a way to improve consumer protection.

Stakeholder Interviews
A total of 22 stakeholder interviews were conducted by INNOVATIVE.

Stakeholder feedback on the consumer consultation
While not all stakeholders had specific feedback on elements of the workbook content, what they did
suggest was very much in line with the key topics garnered from the literature review and industry
expert interviews. The overarching concern among stakeholders is that consumer energy literacy is very
low, and in order for consumers to assess a consumer protection regime, they need to be provided with
educational materials on Ontario energy sector, retail markets, and key elements of the ECPA.

Stakeholder feedback on the ECPA
All stakeholder groups: Common across all groups is the recognition that the ECPA is achieving its
objective in protecting consumers from unfair practices. All groups cite a reduction in complaints, and
both consumer advocates and distributors credit energy retailers for performing more ethically in the
market. However, while acknowledging that consumers are better protected than they were before, all
groups also agree that lack of consumer awareness of the ECPA and poor energy literacy continue to be
the biggest hurdle preventing optimal achievement of the provisions set out by the ECPA. Treatment of
the Global Adjustment was implicated as a key confounding factor.
Consumer Advocates: Consumer advocates feel that the inception of the ECPA has forced some energy
retailers to develop means of circumventing the protections. One tactic mentioned was gaining access
to consumers’ homes under the guise of a water heater inspection and using the opportunity to engage
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a consumer in signing a contract. They also identified several vulnerable groups that are at most risk
from the door‐to‐door sales approach. There is support among these stakeholders for banning this
practice altogether.
Distributors: Distributors cite continued misrepresentation by energy retailers about themselves, as well
as the products and services they offer. They also outline some of the administrative burdens they are
faced with, particularly in regards to the cancellation of contracts. Furthermore, distributors feel that
there is little value offered to consumers by the retail energy market. Given the reduction in new retail
contracts, they question the value of the retail model, and wonder if the costs required to maintain the
market ‐ which are being passed on to consumers – are justified.
Energy Retailers: Energy retailers who remain in the market appear to support the consumer
protections in the ECPA, yet feel the regulatory and administrative burdens placed on them are intended
to force them out of the market. Some feel that the process of signing a contract is too cumbersome,
and acts as a deterrent to consumers in itself. They feel that the cost of compliance is too high and that
some of this cost is being passed on to the customer. Ultimately, they feel there needs to be a redress of
balance in the regulatory and administrative burdens borne by energy retailers.

How well is the ECPA working in theory?
Note: Findings from the online workbook and the consumer focus groups components are qualitative in
nature and cannot be generalizable (i.e. statistical significance cannot be applied to the results). These
components have been designed to help inform the subsequent quantitative survey research.

Online Workbook
The online workbook saw 10,606 unique visitors – 532 completed the feedback form and an additional
3,268 completed at least of a portion of it. Results for this component of the consumer consultation are
based on the 532 participants who completed the online workbook.

Strong majorities of online participants feel each individual element of the ECPA
is appropriate
Consumers are by and large in line with the vision the ECPA is trying to realize. On a scale of
appropriateness, individual elements laid out by the ECPA are ranked quite highly – scoring, on average,
approximately 8 out of 10, or in other words, very appropriate.

Clear majorities of online participants feel that the ECPA is meeting the
Government’s objectives
In the online workbook, consumers were asked to assess how well the provisions of the ECPA address
each of the following Government objectives:
1. Protect consumers from hidden costs, excessive cancellation fees and other unfair industry
practices.
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2. Provide greater fairness and transparency for consumers through rate comparisons, plain
language disclosure in multiple languages, enhanced rights to cancel contracts and new rules for
energy retailers and their employees.
3. Ensure consumers have the information they need to make the right decisions about electricity
and natural gas contracts, and confidence that they’re protected by fair business practices.
The effectiveness of ECPA provisions in terms of achieving the government’s objectives was ranked
relatively lower – approximately 6.7 out of 10.
This relative lower scoring may be in part due to the average consumer’s lack of fluency in the energy
sector. Many consumers remain unaware of the ECPA, and the rights accorded to them therein, and so
by default are unable to ensure that those rights are upheld. Additionally, a number of respondents
admit to lacking basic knowledge concerning Ontario’s energy system. Lastly, door‐to‐door sales have
been implicated as a possible reason why the ECPA is not effectively achieving the government’s
objectives.

Most participants had no suggestions for overall improvement to the various
elements of the ECPA evaluated in the online workbook
However, among those who had suggestions, recurring themes to improve the ECPA include: banning
door‐to‐door sales; eliminating energy retailers; ensuring more enforcement and increased penalties for
misconduct; increasing the cooling‐off period; and taking steps to improve consumer awareness and
understanding, including treatment of the Global Adjustment.
Note: While these are recurring themes, the percentage of people raising each concern was in many
cases quite small (for example, “ban door‐to‐door sales” was often 5% or less of consumers responding
to any given question).

Consumer Focus Groups
INNOVATIVE conducted eight focus groups in four communities across Ontario. A total of 51
participants, including current contract holders, former contract holders and non‐contract holders,
participated in these groups.
The following summary highlights key findings from the residential and non‐residential focus group
sessions held in Toronto, Sudbury, London and Ottawa.

Lack of awareness of the ECPA appears to be a hindrance to its effectiveness
Participants in all focus groups cite the lack of awareness of the ECPA and incomplete knowledge of the
energy sector. Participants acknowledge the benefits and necessity of the ECPA, but feel that the lack of
awareness of the protections prevents them from being fully realized. Some also note that when seeking
to learn more, information they deemed trustworthy was difficult to find.
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Consumer experience with door‐to‐door sales
Consumer experience with door‐to‐door sales often does not align with ECPA expectations. Aggressive
sales tactics are one of several complaints consumers cite with this kind of interaction. Participants feel
that the ECPA outlines an ideal procedure that energy retailers are not necessarily following during
door‐to‐door sales. Some participants cite misrepresentation of energy retailers as distributors, and
misrepresentation of potential savings. Several admit to signing a contract because of the “bundled”
(inclusion of an incentive, or other product/service) offer, while another said an energy retailer entered
their home to convert the sale to an internet sale.
Additionally, many participants felt that the disclosure process was ineffective; there is simply too much
information to absorb. They feel that this leaves the consumer – especially those who speak English as a
second language – vulnerable to oversimplified messages and overstated promises, and that it
undermines the effectiveness of the ECPA.

Cancelling a contract and the cooling‐off period
Most participants accept the idea of cancellation fees and feel that a cooling‐off period is necessary,
especially given the high‐pressure nature of door‐to‐door sales many of them have experienced.
However, some feel that the cooling‐off period should be extended until at least one bill has been
received. Several also cite that portions of the contract should require more active consent, such as a
signature acknowledging that the cancellation procedure and fees has been adequately explained to
them.

Price comparison is too complex and confusing
The current nature of price comparisons is seen to be too complex for the average consumer, especially
given the treatment of the Global Adjustment. There was also complaint that it is difficult to make an
accurate comparison because the comparison is of a single point in time, rather than trend data showing
price comparisons over the last few years. Finally, a general difficulty understanding energy bills is seen
to further obscure a clear comparison.

Consumers like the idea of choice in the market
Participants are generally in favour of choice in the market and mention the benefits of avoiding a
monopoly. However, they feel that being approached by energy retailers takes the choice out of their
hands. Conversely, some participants question the value of energy retailers in a regulated market.

Time‐of‐use appears to be a driving factor for electricity contract holders
Participants with electricity contracts find freedom from time‐of‐use pricing and the control they have
over their bill to be positive aspects of a contract. This was found to be particularly attractive to seniors
and participants who self‐identified as low‐income as they are home during the day and benefit from
this freedom.
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Consumer satisfaction with retail contracts
While there were anecdotal concerns with the effectiveness of the ECPA cited by participants, current
contract holders were generally satisfied with their existing energy contracts.
The primary reason for current contract satisfaction appears to be the belief that they are saving money.
However, when asked how they know they are saving money, few could explicitly identify the savings
from having entered into a contract. Without a point of comparison to definitively say that they were
saving they cite what was told to them at the door or, in a few cases, express a general disbelief that a
“government run” energy system could possibly deliver a lower price than the private sector.

How well is the ECPA working in practice?
Consumer Telephone Surveys
Two statistically significant telephone surveys were conducted by INNOVATIVE: a residential household
survey conducted among 1,519 randomly‐selected respondents; and a non‐residential survey conducted
among 428 randomly‐selected businesses and organizations.

There appears to be a lot of consumer confusion in retail energy markets
Unaware contract holders should be a key concern in the retail energy market. Three‐in‐ten (30%)
residential current contract holders are unaware that they currently have a retail energy contract. Of
the total number of unaware residential contract holders, 78% were identified by energy retailers as
being under contract on August 1st, 2014. Based on energy retailer provided lists, more than a third
(35%) of the unaware contract holders would have entered into a contract between January 1st and
August 1st 2014.
Furthermore, 52% of residential respondents identified by energy retailers as former contract holders
(as of January 1st, 2014) still believe they are under contract (which may very well be the case, but with
another energy retailer), while 27% are unaware that they had an energy contract since January 1st,
2011 (post‐ECPA era).
Similarly to residential respondents, 27% of current non‐residential contract holders are unaware that
they currently have a retail energy contract. Nearly half (49%) of organizations identified by energy
retailers as former contract holders (as of January 1st, 2014) still believe they are under contract, while
37% are unaware that they were under energy contract at any point over the past three years.

While there may be confusion, many consumers value choice in energy markets
Among residential respondents, a majority of current and former contract holders like having the
opportunity to enter into an electricity or natural gas contract if they want one. Non‐contract holders
and unaware contract holders are less likely to value this choice.
A majority of all non‐residential contract holder types like having a choice.
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Contract holders are generally satisfied with their contracts if they believe they
are saving money
Nearly seven‐in‐ten (69%) residential respondents who believe they are under contract are satisfied
with their current electricity contract, and 78% are satisfied with their current natural gas contract. Non‐
residential contract holders are even more satisfied (78% electricity, 82% natural gas).
However, current contract holders who think they are saving money are far more likely to be satisfied
with their current contracts than those who do not think they are saving any money under contract. The
table below illustrates the difference in satisfaction levels between various groups of contract holders:
Electricity Contract Holders

Natural Gas Contract Holders

Consumer Type

Saving Money

Not saving Money

Saving Money

Not saving Money

Residential

88% satisfied

36% satisfied

97% satisfied

42% satisfied

Non‐residential

96% satisfied

39% satisfied

97% satisfied

37% satisfied

Half of residential contract holders say their primary reason for entering into a contract was to save
money (51% for electricity and 52% for natural gas), and a similar number believe that they are saving
money under their current contracts (52% for electricity, 53% for natural gas). The same holds true for
non‐residential contract holders: saving money is the key reason to enter into a contract (71% for both
electricity and natural gas contracts) and a strong majority think they are in fact saving money (56%
electricity, 68% natural gas).

Former contract holders are generally dissatisfied with their contracts because of
perceived high costs
Among former residential contract holders, 63% say they were dissatisfied with their electricity contract,
while 61% were dissatisfied with their natural gas contract. Whether they cancelled or did not renew,
the most common reason cited was the high cost of the contract.

Most retail energy contract sales approaches are door‐to‐door and many are
unhappy with this sales practice
Most residential and non‐residential respondents, who have interacted with an energy retailer, did not
seek them out; they were more commonly approached through a door‐to‐door sales solicitation. This
equates to one quarter (26%) of both residential and non‐residential respondents without energy
contracts who believe they were approached by an energy retailer in the past year.
At least some misrepresentation may be occurring: between 5% and 9% of residential respondents and
between 5% and 11% of non‐residential respondents believe that during their most recent door‐to‐door
sales visit, the sales agent presented themselves as a utility or government agency representative.
Among those who were asked (asked of all respondents aside from current contract holders), almost no
residential respondents, who have had some form of interaction with an energy retailer, said their sales
experience was better than a typical retail interaction (3%‐6% across the segments), while 38% to 49%
ECPA Review: Consumer Consultation Report
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said it was worse. Of those who said it was worse, a plurality in every segment asked this question cited
aggressive sales practices as the primary reason.
Among non‐residential respondents who are non‐contract holders, who have interacted with an energy
retailer, 32% say their experience was worse than that with other salespeople, 57% say it was typical,
and 2% say it was better. Of those who say it was worse, half (52%) cite aggressive sales tactics as the
reason.

Unaware residential contract holders may be more vulnerable than others
The fact that this group of respondents were identified by energy retailers as current or recent contract
holders, yet do not recognize that they currently or recently had an energy contract suggests a level of
vulnerability when it comes to consumer protection. This group is less familiar with the retail energy
markets and less confident when it comes to entering into contracts. Furthermore, this group is also less
educated, is more likely to have some problems reading and writing English when compared to other
consumer groups, and scores comparatively lower on the cognitive assessment index used in this study.

Targeting vulnerable consumers with bundled contracts
While anecdotal evidence from the previous qualitative research phases of the consumer consultation
suggested that energy retailers were targeting low‐income consumers with bundled offers, there is no
evidence from the quantitative survey research to suggest that this is occurring.
Current contract holders were asked if their most recent contracts included “bundling” defined as
including another product or service – either for free or at some cost (e.g. free water tank, thermostat
or pre‐paid gift cards used as incentives to enter into a contract). Over a quarter (27%) of current
residential contract holders entered into some form of a bundled electricity or natural gas contract.
The proportion of bundled contract holders with a household income of less than $40k (28%), $40k to
$100k (30%), and those making over $100k (25%) is relatively consistent. If energy retailers are using
bundled contracts as a tool to pursue low‐income consumers, one would expect a much larger
difference in these proportions. Non‐contract holders appear to be the lowest risk group among both
non‐residential and residential consumers
Non‐contract holders are the least economically vulnerable group; they are more affluent, and are less
financially impacted by their energy bill. On a cognitive assessment index, this group ranks highest. Non‐
contract holders are also the most educated; four‐in‐ten (40%) have a university degree. Non‐contract
holders appear to be the most financially literate and a strong minority (43%) say they are “familiar”
with the energy market.
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Literature Review
In June and July of 2014, INNOVATIVE conducted a literature review of public opinion research to help
inform the scope of the consumer consultation. The key purpose of the review was to inform the design
of a consumer workbook and the follow‐up consumer research surveys.

Implications for the ECPA Review
Before looking at the specific provisions of the ECPA, it is important to understand the needs that it
must address. In reviewing the literature and talking with industry leaders, three broad categories of
concern were identified:


Information asymmetry: Sellers generally understand markets much better than consumers. This
can give sellers a critical advantage over buyers and can also limit the ability of buyers to make the
best decisions to meet their needs. Regulators often attempt to establish requirements to ensure
key information is transmitted by sellers to buyers at critical times in the buying process using
defined formats.



Barriers to comprehension: Market information often utilizes industry specific terms that are
unfamiliar to consumers. Consumers often do not clearly understand the risks and benefits
underpinning a specific transaction. Furthermore, some consumers have specific challenges that
leave them less able to comprehend contracts than others.



Barriers to the rational application of information: Consumers’ ability to act in their own self‐
interest is sometimes hampered by cognitive biases, habits and emotions. While this problem is not
unique to any particular market, it can contribute to consumers entering into contracts that do not
benefit them.

For markets to work well, they need comparable products, competition between sellers, and informed
consumers. Few markets fully attain this ideal.

What do Consumers Need to be Protected From?
Concerns about the limited number of energy retailers, the need for variability and liquidity in wholesale
markets and the functioning of the Global Adjustment affect how well consumers are served by
markets, but do not speak directly to how well consumers are protected. As such, it is important to
understand the risks faced by consumers in retail markets. In reviewing the literature and talking with
industry experts, five specific consumer protection issues were identified. These risks are generally
common to all retail markets, and are not necessarily unique to Ontario’s retail energy markets.
1. Difficulty in comparing products: Providing information about contracts that is easily comparable to
alternative options is often a challenge. For example, in Ontario the fact that the Global Adjustment
is included in the default price offered by electricity utilities, but is charged separately when
consumers have a retail contract can make comparisons difficult, especially since the Global
Adjustment charge can change from month‐to‐month.
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2. Contracts can be hard to understand: Contracts can be complicated and filled with terms that have
specific defined legal meanings that can be unclear to many consumers. Energy contracts are not
unique in this regard. The insurance, mortgage, and telecommunications markets all share this
issue.
3. Being locked into a contract: For markets to deliver the best price, contracts should be flexible
enough to allow consumers to switch from one supplier of a product or service to another.
However, commitment to a contract can make such moves more difficult or expensive.
4. Good information can be hard to find: Sellers almost always know more about their markets than
consumers do. This will always give them an advantage, and that advantage grows when consumers
do not have easy access to good information. How easy is it for consumers to get the information
they need to make the decision that is right for them? Are consumers aware of where and how to
look for this information? Are consumers actually seeking and using appropriate information when
they make their purchase decisions?
5. Unfair or fraudulent practices: Sellers can engage in practices that can increase the impact of the
risks listed above. Sometimes, this is because sales representatives are not trained to ensure that
they fully understand 1) their product or service and 2) their consumer protection obligations.
Other issues are “high pressure” sales tactics, or statements that misrepresent the contracts being
offered. There can also be instances of fundamentally fraudulent practices, such as forgery of a
consumer’s name on a document.
Some consumers can be more vulnerable to one or more of the above risks than others. The following
factors increase consumer vulnerability:
1. Language barriers: Ontario is an increasingly diverse province with a relatively large number of
consumers who are not proficient in Canada’s official languages. Even if product and service offers
and contracts are clearly defined in English, their comprehension can be literally lost in translation.
2. Economic vulnerabilities: Low‐income consumers are particularly sensitive to changes in their bills
and having to pay for critical equipment like furnaces and water heaters. A consumer’s need for
such equipment can be used as leverage in the process of selling the consumer another product or
service.
3. Cognitive impairments, intellectual disabilities or mental health issues: Some consumers have
disabilities in these areas that limit their ability to fully understand the contract they are being asked
to sign. There are many forms of impairment that can interfere with the goal of consumers making
informed choices.
As noted above, these challenges are not unique to energy markets. There are general consumer
protection laws in place which apply to energy sales as well. The question for this review is to what
degree are specific protection measures required in the energy market and how well does the ECPA
currently provide the necessary protection.
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Industry Expert Interviews
During July and early August of 2014, INNOVATIVE conducted a series of ten interviews with energy
industry experts.
The purpose of these interviews was to better understand how well Ontario’s energy retail market is
serving consumers and to solicit feedback on the effectiveness of the ECPA. Together with the literature
review, these two components of the consultation helped inform the subsequent development of both
the consumer workbook and the telephone surveys.

Approach
The interview process was designed as follows:


OEB and INNOVATIVE staff worked together to identify a list of people with deep experience in
either or both the electricity and natural gas sectors;



the OEB sent identified experts a letter, informing them that they will be contacted to schedule
an interview, as well as details on what the interview would involve and its purpose;



INNOVATIVE then followed up with potential candidates and scheduled interviews.

All interview participants were informed that INNOVATIVE would confirm with the OEB who participated
in the interview process. However, in order to protect confidentiality, no comments would be attributed
to individual participants.
The interview guide was designed to address the question, “Are Ontario consumers well‐served by
energy markets?” This core question was broken down into three key elements:
1. Are the wholesale and retail markets designed and functioning in such a way that energy
retailers have the potential to create value for customers?
2. In practice, are consumers being offered real choices that provide benefits that they value?
3. Are transactions occurring in such a way that consumers and energy retailers are on a level
playing field?
The following summarizes the key findings in response to those questions.
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Expert Feedback
Market Design
Is the market designed and functioning in such a way that energy retailers have the potential
to create value for consumers?
The answer differs for natural gas and electricity markets.
The general consensus is that while natural gas wholesale markets have worked quite well in the past,
there is concern that the current wholesale price situation is eliminating the short term viability that
natural gas contracts offer.
For electricity, there is skepticism among interviewees about whether the current market allows
retailers to provide value to low‐volume consumers.
Many interviewees feel that for retailers to create value for consumers, they need an active wholesale
market with liquidity and price volatility.
•

There is concern that with so much of the volume under contract and so few sellers of the
remaining volume, the wholesale market does not provide the liquidity needed for retailers to
create value for small‐volume consumers.

•

There is also concern that even if wholesale markets were changed to allow for greater price
volatility, the Global Adjustment provides a natural hedge to commodity price volatility which
greatly limits the ability for retailers to create value for consumers.

Consumer Choice
In practice, are consumers being offered real choices that provide benefits that they value?
Again, views differ between natural gas and electricity markets.
The consensus is that natural gas has been providing consumers with real hedges against volatility‐ the
winter of 2014 was cited as an example where consumers with longer‐term fixed price deals ended up
better off than those with floating rates.
On electricity, participants have mixed views with a strong sense of skepticism.
•

Some believe that the green power options offer a benefit that some consumers value, although
there is skepticism regarding the size of that market.

•

One interviewee was excited at the prospect of the then upcoming Independent Electricity
System Operator (IESO) Conservation and Demand Management (CDM) auction and felt that it
would create the potential for new product offers.

•

Another interviewee felt energy retailers could offer real value through “behind‐the‐meter” and
electricity management services.

•

However, most interviewees did not see how an electricity retail contract can provide additional
value to consumers.
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Market Information
Are transactions occurring in such a way that consumers and energy retailers are on a level
playing field?
This is the question that cuts directly to the operation of the ECPA with little difference seen between
the natural gas and electricity sectors. Relatively few of the interviewees work with the ECPA on a day‐
to‐day basis, however some did have personal experiences to draw upon or experiences helping others
close to them deal with retail contracts.
The general view is that the ECPA and the OEB’s implementation thereof have succeeded in curbing the
worst of the abuses that were seen to be occurring over the last decade. In particular, participants
support the information requirements and verification process.
Some interviewees reported personal experiences involving family members or friends who signed
contracts through the door‐to‐door process that did not seem appropriate. Often these contracts were
signed by elderly consumers who were not knowledgeable or, in some cases, easily confused or
intimidated.
Not one interviewee said something positive about the door‐to‐door process and several suggested
simply banning door‐to‐door sales as a way to improve the ECPA.
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Stakeholder Interviews
Stakeholder interviews were designed to understand what is working, what is not working and what can
be done to improve the ECPA. As well, stakeholders were asked to identify key pieces of information
that low‐volume consumers need to know when assessing the adequacy of the ECPA and specific
questions they thought low‐volume consumers should be asked in the following phases of the
consultation. These research findings were used to inform the design of subsequent phases of the
consumer consultation.

Summary
Stakeholder feedback on the consumer consultation
While not all stakeholders had specific feedback on elements of the workbook content, what they did
suggest was very much in line with the key topics garnered from the literature review and industry
expert interviews. The overarching concern among stakeholders is that consumer energy literacy is very
low, and in order for consumers to assess a consumer protection regime, they need to be provided with
educational materials on Ontario energy sector, retail markets, and key elements of the ECPA.

Stakeholder feedback on the ECPA
All stakeholder groups: Common across all groups is the recognition that the ECPA is achieving its
objective in protecting consumers from unfair practices. All groups cite a reduction in complaints, and
both consumer advocates and distributors credit energy retailers for performing more ethically in the
market. However, while acknowledging that consumers are better protected than they were before, all
groups also agree that lack of consumer awareness of the ECPA and poor energy literacy continue to be
the biggest hurdle preventing optimal achievement of the provisions set out by the ECPA. Treatment of
the Global Adjustment was implicated as a key confounding factor.
Consumer Advocates: Consumer advocates feel that the inception of the ECPA has forced some energy
retailers to develop means of circumventing the protections. One tactic mentioned was gaining access
to consumers’ homes under the guise of a water heater inspection and using the opportunity to engage
a consumer in signing a contract. They also identified several vulnerable groups that are at most risk
from the door‐to‐door sales approach. There is support among these stakeholders for banning this
practice altogether.
Distributors: Distributors cite continued misrepresentation by energy retailers about themselves, as well
as the products and services they offer. They also outline some of the administrative burdens they are
faced with, particularly in regards to the cancellation of contracts. Furthermore, distributors feel that
there is little value offered to consumers by the retail energy market. Given the reduction in new retail
contracts, they question the value of the retail model, and wonder if the costs required to maintain the
market ‐ which are being passed on to consumers – are justified.
Energy Retailers: Energy retailers who remain in the market appear to support the consumer
protections in the ECPA, yet feel the regulatory and administrative burdens placed on them are intended
ECPA Review: Consumer Consultation Report
Prepared by Innovative Research Group Inc.

Page 18
May 2015

to force them out of the market. Some feel that the process of signing a contract is too cumbersome,
and acts as a deterrent to consumers in itself. They feel that the cost of compliance is too high and that
some of this cost is being passed on to the customer. Ultimately, they feel there needs to be a redress of
balance in the regulatory and administrative burdens borne by energy retailers.

Methodology
About the stakeholder interview consultation
INNOVATIVE, conducted a series of one‐on‐one interviews with stakeholders. A total of 22 interviews
were conducted both in person and over the telephone in September and October, 2014.
Interview participant breakdown:
Energy Retailers
Distributors (10 electricity, 1 natural gas)
Consumer Advocacy Groups

8 participants
11 participants
3 participants

Recruiting interview participants
Interview participants were selected using a list of stakeholders developed in consultation with OEB
staff. An email outlining the scope of the interview was sent to prospective participants, and interviews
were scheduled on an ongoing basis. Participants were recruited from three key sectors: energy
retailers, utilities and consumer advocacy groups.
All active energy retailers were invited by the OEB to participate in the interview process.

Interview structure
The one‐on‐one interviews were structured around an interview guide developed by INNOVATIVE and
OEB staff. Although this guide was used as a framework for discussion, each interview followed a unique
direction based on the participants’ interactions with the ECPA and the nature of the sector in which
they operate.
The interview guide included the following questions which were used as a framework for discussion:
•

From your perspective, what are the key things that low‐volume consumers need to know when
assessing the adequacy of the energy consumer protection regime?

•

Are there any specific questions you think we should consider asking low‐volume consumers in the
online workbook?

•

From your perspective, what aspects of the ECPA are working well?

•

And what aspects of the ECPA are not working well?

•

What changes do you think should be made to the ECPA?

•

What risks or benefits do you see in making or not making those changes to the ECPA at this time?

ECPA Review: Consumer Consultation Report
Prepared by Innovative Research Group Inc.

Page 19
May 2015

Are there any elements of the ECPA that you think are particularly important to explore with low‐
volume consumers when they are engaged in subsequent phases of the consultation?

•

Prior to the interview, all participants were provided with a copy of the interview guide in order to
maximize the amount of feedback received in the discussion.
At the start of the interview, the facilitator gave an overview explaining the purpose of the consultation
and why the OEB is seeking feedback from stakeholders on the ECPA.
After explaining the purpose of the consultation, the one‐on‐one interview began. Interviews were
scheduled for roughly 30 minutes, however, in many cases, discussions exceeded this length.
NOTE: Results contained within this section of the report are based on a limited sample and should be
interpreted as directional only.

Stakeholder Feedback
The following section highlights the detailed feedback by theme from the one‐on‐one stakeholder
interviews. The structure of the comments contained below is based on the interview guide and the key
themes outlined in the above summary.
The comments presented below are those that were found to be common across stakeholder groups.
Where a comment is specific to a particular stakeholder group, the stakeholder group has been noted.

Stakeholder feedback on the consumer consultation
A central focus directing this phase of the consultation was the solicitation of feedback on key topics and
themes to explore with consumers in the workbook. Stakeholders were asked the following two broad‐
scope questions in order to capture any ideas that may have been overlooked.

What are the key things consumers need to know when assessing the adequacy of
the energy consumer protection regime?
While not all stakeholders had specific feedback on elements of the workbook content, what they did
suggest was very much in line with the key topics garnered from the literature review and industry
expert interviews. The overarching concern among stakeholders is that consumer energy literacy is very
low, and in order for consumers to assess a consumer protection regime, they need to be provided with
educational materials. Suggestions included:


A fundamental overview of how markets work in general and how Ontario’s energy sector is
structured specifically;



An overview of Ontario’s energy retail market (with specific explanations for both the electricity
and natural gas retail markets);



Examples of retail and utility bills, including details on the Regulated Price Plan, the Hourly
Ontario Energy Price, the Global Adjustment as well as different charges on natural gas utility
bills;
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How the provisions outlined in the ECPA influence and direct the retail contracting process; and



Specific treatment of the Global Adjustment and the challenges this creates for price
comparisons.

Although not directly suggested by many stakeholders, a section on the risks and challenges inherent to
the energy retail market, and those faced by consumers was included in the workbook. This was to
provide further context of issues that can make some consumers more vulnerable to potential risks.

Are there any specific questions you think we should consider asking low‐
volume consumers in the online workbook?
Feedback from this question came from energy retailers. They were inclined to ask if the regulatory and
administrative burdens they experience are also being felt by consumers. They wanted consumer
feedback on whether or not the ECPA imposes too much regulation, and consequently is creating
additional challenges in the market. Furthermore, they wanted to know if consumers value the choice
provided by retail energy markets, and if contract holders found value in their contracts. Finally, they
wanted a consumer perspective on the door‐to‐door sales practice, asking if this is a practice that
consumers support.

What elements of the ECPA are working well?
Reduction in consumer complaints noted by all three groups
Overall, participants unanimously stated that the ECPA has significantly reduced consumer complaints,
and that the ECPA is effective in offering significant protection for consumers from unethical practices.
“We are getting significantly less complaints.”
“[The ECPA] has reduced, but not completely eliminated complaints.”
Distributors and consumer advocacy groups cite a perceived improvement in energy retailer practices.
“The retailers are trying harder to deal with the issues.”
Participating energy retailers were generally supportive of the consumer protections afforded by the
ECPA.
“Disclosure statements as a principle are very good, they provide consumers with more power
through knowledge. Having things like training and testing is great, train and track should
always be a standard. Having standard rules and guidelines on registration terms is good,
minimum standards are good. But the ECPA doesn’t allow companies to exceed those standards
to ‘lead the pack’.”
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What elements of the ECPA are not working well, and what can be
improved?
Low awareness of the ECPA and poor energy literacy are suggested as a limiting
factor to greater consumer protection
Participants across all three stakeholder groups agreed that a lack of consumer energy literacy and
awareness of the ECPA is one of the most significant hurdles to improving consumer protection.
“Awareness needs to be increased.”
“We are not educating consumers well, we are protecting them, but not educating them so they
can help themselves.”
“Most people don’t even understand there is a protection act, and it is the retailer who is the
only one presenting this information to the customer.”
“Social agencies seem aware of the ECPA, but interpretation varies.”
“The ECPA still does not help consumers understand what they are buying.”
“What has really lacked in this energy market is consumer education. The regulator’s reaction
has been things like the ECPA, which is a costly program borne by all suppliers in the industry,
regardless if they’re ethical or not. But without adequate consumer education about how energy
works, more regulation isn’t going to protect them [consumers].”

Complexity of energy bills and the Global Adjustment create confusion for
consumers
A number of stakeholders believe that the complexity of energy bills creates potential confusion.
“Bills are just too difficult to understand. People don’t understand what is controllable or not.”
“It is virtually impossible to explain a bill to a customer.”
Nearly all participants cite the Global Adjustment as a barrier to consumer protection.
“The Global Adjustment is not being understood well.”
“[Consumers] don’t really understand what they are getting – there are too many elements in
the contracts and they don’t understand things like the Global Adjustment.”
“Agencies are not informed enough, there is not enough information about the Global
Adjustment.”
“Focus on the Global Adjustment – it is probably not at all understood and that it is very
volatile.”
“There needs to be much more education about the Global Adjustment, in simple terms.”
Energy retailers felt that, given consumers’ fundamental lack of understanding about the Global
Adjustment and the complexity of bills, true price comparisons are difficult for consumers.
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“The Global Adjustment should be ‘like to like’ – broken out on utility bills so comparison can be
fair – bill presentment for both utilities and retailers should be the same.”
“The price comparison is not an apples to apples comparison and is biased against retailers.”

Aggressive and misleading door‐to‐door sales tactics are a key problem, ECPA
should curtail or possibly ban the practice
Distributors interviewed cite multiple instances of energy retailers misrepresenting themselves to
consumers.
“Extend protections for misleading practices such as misrepresented entry.”
“Agents are still going out representing themselves as the [distributor].”
“Still get a lot of calls about door‐to‐door retailers misrepresenting who they are…has the
customer seen proof that the retailer is who they say they are?”
“Consumers don’t know that utilities don’t do door‐to‐door marketing.”
In addition to misrepresenting themselves, energy retailers are also cited by distributors and consumer
advocates as misrepresenting their products with unfounded guarantees of cost savings.
“Focus [more] on unfair practices, particularly aggressive practices and unreasonable requests
for access, and unfair or excessive claims as to savings.”
Online contract sales were identified by some energy retailers as a potential area where ethical retailers
might be at a disadvantage, as well as having potential for abuse.
“There are still unethical players out there and they are finding ways to ‘end run’ around the
ECPA, like using iPads at the door and saying it is an internet sale.”
Some stakeholders question whether door‐to‐door sales should be allowed at all.
“The difficulty I have is that there are still some retailers not following the ECPA. It does not stop
door‐to‐door sales.”
Also, there was mention of commissions paid to door‐to‐door salespeople as a factor in aggressive or
unethical behavior, suggesting that delaying payment of commissions until after the cooling‐off period
or contract verification has passed could discourage such practices by “unethical” salespeople.
“Salesmen [should not] get paid commissions until the first bill is paid.”
“There is still some inherent conflict between commissions and honest practices.”

Vulnerable groups need greater protection
Consumer advocates and utilities interviewed believe that vulnerable consumers, particularly seniors,
non‐English speakers and low‐income households, may be exposed to risk by door‐to‐door sales with
contract requirements they don’t understand.
“Seniors are still a major problem – still lots of vulnerable consumers out there…maybe end door‐
to‐door, or require a witness signature.”
“Need a witness signature or general consent form to protect mentally impaired or challenged.”
ECPA Review: Consumer Consultation Report
Prepared by Innovative Research Group Inc.

Page 23
May 2015

“It is still the vulnerable side of society that are being taken advantage of.”
“A lot of consumers who sign up for retail programs don’t know what they are signing up for,
and don’t know their rights, particularly second language [speakers] and seniors who might not
have internet access.”
Consumer advocacy groups believe that some energy retailers appear to be targeting vulnerable and
less educated consumers by pursuing low‐income neighbourhoods and conducting door‐to‐door sales
during the day when only a select group of consumer are at home. One cited tactic was approaching
these consumers under the guise of providing a water heater or furnace ‘inspection’, and using this as a
means to encourage these consumers to enter into a retail energy contract.
“Retailers have got smarter in their targeting of seniors and other vulnerable customers.”
“Some retailers are starting to go through the ‘back door’, which is usually the hot water
contract…new routes have evolved, some doors have closed, new doors opened.”
“The ECPA should extend to protect the consumer from other aggressive practices some
unethical retailers have developed to get in – a backdoor to the ECPA – by getting consumers to
sign a ‘layered’ contract.”
The ECPA is seen as having ‘gaps’ with respect to treatment of rental units, by both distributors and
consumer advocacy groups. There was a sense that renters may not have, or know of, any sources of
information or protection specific to rental units. In particular, there was concern about metering of
individual units and sub‐metering. Inadequate control over common energy costs assessed to renters, as
well as landlords who might enter into energy contracts on behalf of tenants are problematic
possibilities.
“Protection of rentals is weak.”
“Landlords should not be able to make any contracts in tenant names.”

Administration of the ECPA needs to follow a fair and streamlined process
Energy retailers voiced concern over fixed cancellation fees which they felt were not reflective of their
average market loss.
“The fixed cancellation fees have no bearing on the costs of cancellation – market based loss, we
can’t make up the actual loss.”
Enforcement, some energy retailers say, led to situations of consumers being able to ‘take advantage’ of
the ECPA unfairly.
“Very punitive contract cancellations – many cases of unjust [customer] enrichment as the OEB
does not take an unbiased position, they are a consumer advocate rather than a regulator –
none of the [ECPA] sections on ADR with customers are being used.”
Several energy retailers recall instances where they were asked to refund customers who cancelled
outside the timeline provided under the ECPA, citing instances where they believe customers took
advantage of the provisions by making false claims of contract misrepresentation by salespersons. These
energy retailers suggested that protections against these instances should be provided to them, in terms
of an arbitration process.
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“There is no independent ombudsman.”
“[In cases of] buyer’s remorse past the point of the two ‘protection’ points, there is no
‘disposition process’ that protects the retailer – they should not regulate the cancellation process
[beyond the mandated cancellation points].”
“The cost of defending unwarranted OEB claims is a deterrent.”
There is a feeling that energy retailers can still place obstacles in the consumer’s way during
cancellation. Some distributors felt “blind” to ensuring cancellations take place at the energy retailer’s
end, and that there is a perception that there does not exist an effective resolution process for
consumers when having difficulties with an energy retailer. Some distributors cite that they are left to
deal with unhappy retail contract holders who have issues outside of their jurisdiction. Consumer
advocacy groups and distributors both feel the cancellation process could be improved.
“Consumers should not have to deal with the retailer during the cooling‐off period.”
“Not a smooth process, it’s a difficult legal process – retailers don’t make it easy, even in the
cool‐down period.”
“Utilities don’t have the ability to follow through on cancellations.”

Lessen administrative burden on energy retailers
Energy retailers felt that the administrative requirements of the ECPA created an excessive burden to
their ability to efficiently operate in the energy market.
“[We have] frustration due to administrative burden to the OEB.”
“The ECPA is a good document, but OEB staff has taken it to an extreme level. The scripts and
documentation required are killing retail markets.”
“If a consumer really wants our product we make them go through hoops to buy it from us.”
“Reduce the red flags in the contracting process with the consumer.”
“It is easier to take out a mortgage or credit line, with less paperwork and protection than an
energy contract.”
Energy retailers asked to remove what they felt were “repetitive” or “excessive” provisions while
maintaining or enhancing protections.
“We are all for consumer protection and regulation – we don’t want uninformed or reluctant
customers – but the ECPA is excessive and with experience now we could make it a lot easier for
customers and retailers.”
Most energy retailers felt that some of the “repetitive” disclosure and verification procedures should be
reduced.
“The disclosure statement is aggressively worded against suppliers.”
“At least four forms and seven signatures is very intimidating and confusing to the customer,
sometimes just the process makes them wonder if they are doing something wrong.”
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“[There are] many repetitive and redundant questions in the validation process, and it turns off
customers.”
“The reaffirmation call is excessively long and repetitive.”
“The verification requirements are a deterrent in an era where commerce is often a mouse click
on a screen.”
This was particularly strongly felt where energy retailers encountered commercial customers with
multiple properties.
“The verification calls for multiple commercial properties [owned by a single owner] are onerous
and unnecessary.”
“If a customer has several locations, they have to do a reaffirmation call for each location – this
turns customers away.”
Energy retailers also felt that the renewal requirements were turning customers away.
“Renewals are one of the biggest problems. The prescription is so limiting in the ability to be
competitive. The assumption is that the customer renewing is less intelligent than when they
originally signed up.”

The ECPA seen as inadvertently adding costs to the market and limiting innovation
Distributors are concerned that the costs of maintaining the retail option are not warranted in view of
shrinking customer numbers.
“We have a 50% drop in retail customers, but we had to put in infrastructure to accommodate
that [the retail market], so we have to recover that [costs] from all our customers, which has
driven prices up.”
“From a public policy perspective, at some point we have to ask ourselves if supporting a retail
market, with the added costs in distribution charges, is effective for consumers.”
“Just providing choice adds costs to the system for utilities.”
Overall, energy retailers feel excessively burdened not only by the costs associated with compliance, but
with the administrative requirements and OEB cost assessments. Some feel these costs are ultimately
passed on to consumers.
“Complaints have consistently gone down even though our cost assessment has consistently
gone up. There is no relationship between success in compliance and the bureaucratic costs
forced on retailers.”
“It [the ECPA] came at a very significant cost [administrative burden] that is passed on to
customers.”
Energy retailers also feel that the ECPA is impeding the development of product innovation.
“The ECPA is being used as a hammer by the OEB, and the result is costs going up and service
going down. Seems to be ‘guilty until proven innocent’.”
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“We would like to offer customers one year contracts, or more progressive switching. In Ontario,
we are forced to only offer a long term contract due to the [time/cost] expense of the ECPA is so
high.”

Implications of the ECPA on the future of the energy retail market
Some energy retailers felt that the ECPA, while effective as a reaction to unfair practices, impedes those
retailers who embrace ethical practices. These stakeholders worry that consumers may lose the
advantage – choice and price certainty – they see themselves as offering.
“A lot of the regulations were driven by a scorched earth policy to destroy the market, taking the
good guys down with the bad.”
“Retailers will continue to either leave the market or not sign up new customers, and customers
will no longer have choice and the homeowner will not be able to obtain price certainty.”
“Complaints are down because most players have left the market.”
Some energy retailers felt that the ECPA has shifted all financial risk to them, and that this is a significant
deterrent to expanding the retail markets.
“All the risk is on the marketer who is providing a choice.”
“When you eliminate all flexibility you eliminate choice for consumers and competition.”
“Leave the choice between fixed and variable to the consumer, not the regulator.”
From an energy retailer perspective, there was significant sentiment that the ECPA is reducing the
number of consumers entering into retail contracts. Given what they see as a punitive level of regulation
in the market, some question the true motivations behind the ECPA.
“It [the ECPA] has totally diminished the market, and the numbers [of customers] keep dropping
every month. Customers are dropping a lot on renewal.”
“Energy marketers and retailers did it to themselves: we [participant’s company] are considered
the best of a bad lot. The ECPA was a reaction to bad practices, but we believe the ECPA was
actually brought in to shut down the industry in a way that avoids lawsuits and public backlash
for doing so.”
“The ECPA is over‐regulation to kill an industry by significantly increasing costs and punitive
administrative burden.”
“The ECPA is teetering between two ends – protecting the consumer and stopping door‐to‐door
sales – it would be a shame if customer choice was lost [because energy retailers exited the
Ontario retail market].”
Several distributors felt that since the introduction of the Regulated Price Plan in Ontario, retailers do
not offer real savings or choice to consumers, as volatility in electricity prices to the consumer has
largely been eliminated.
“Retailers offered certainty, but the RPP program undermined the retail market, so I’m not sure
that the retailer offers any real advantages.”
“We never ended up offering true real time rates, so we never really offered a true market
choice.”
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Online Workbook
This section of the report details the finding from the online workbook consultation. This included
consumer feedback on the appropriateness of various elements of the ECPA and perceptions on how
well the ECPA is achieving the government’s objectives.

Summary
A majority of respondents feel each tested provision of the ECPA was appropriate
Averages for “appropriateness” range from the high sevens to mid‐eights (out of ten) for 17 of the 19
provisions described in the workbook. The feeling is strongly positive towards most questions‐ roughly
60‐70% of respondents choose “very appropriate”, the strongest possible support.
Two of the provisions are outliers with slightly less support: “limitations on cancellation fees” (6.3
average) and “special rules for the automatic renewal and extension of natural gas contracts” (6.8
average). The responses to the open‐ended questions may indicate that respondents feel less strongly
about the appropriateness of these provisions because they would prefer these practices to be
eliminated outright. Rather than imposing limitations and special rules, 28% of those who responded
would rather have no cancellation fees at all, while almost half (45%) want no automatic renewal,
stating renewal should require consent.

The ECPA provisions are achieving the government’s objectives
Approximately seven‐in‐ten (6.7‐6.8 average) respondents feel that the government is achieving each of
its objectives for the ECPA.
The top three suggestions to better achieve these objectives are: “help educate consumers”, “clearer
language” and “enforce compliance”.

Most respondents had no suggestions for overall improvement to the ECPA
However, among those who did have suggestions, “lower prices” topped the list followed by “banning
door‐to‐door sales”, “more enforcement”, and “more consumer education”. Examples include:


When asked how a number of different ECPA provisions could be improved, “clearer language”,
“complexity of contracts” and “help educate consumers” were cited repeatedly. Examples of the
latter include a hotline consumers could call, mailed reminders on specific dates such as
“cooling‐off” periods and renewal deadlines and a Better Business Bureau‐style website where
consumers could compare and contrast energy retailers.



Some respondents also want clearer information on their bills such as “details of the Global
Adjustment”, “historical pricing trends, price forecasting and comparisons to other provinces
and countries”.
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Part of the uneasiness associated with door‐to‐door sales is that consumers need more time to
decide and weigh their options. When asked about the “10‐day cooling‐off provision”, almost
six‐in‐ten (57%) of those who responded say they needed a longer cooling‐off period.



Throughout the online workbook, there is a recurring negative perception of energy retailers in
responses to open‐ended questions. Responses such as “banning door‐to‐door sales”,
“eliminating retailers” and “ensuring more enforcement and increased penalties for
misconduct” illustrate some sources of this perception.

Note: While these are recurring themes, the percentage of people raising each concern is, in many cases,
relatively small (for example, “ban door‐to‐door sales” was often 5% or less among respondents
responding to any given question).

Respondents are divided on whether the ECPA has too many or too few rules
Respondents are split somewhat evenly on the preferred amount of consumer protections. Three‐in‐ten
(30%) think there are “too many rules and regulations”, while two‐in‐ten (19%) feel there are too few.
Three‐in‐ten (30%) feel it is just right and about two‐in‐ten (21%) don’t know.

Methodology
Working in concert with OEB staff, INNOVATIVE developed an online workbook to solicit feedback on
provisions of the ECPA and consumer thoughts on its effectiveness in achieving the government’s stated
objectives. To help ensure that respondents understand the context in which the ECPA applies, the
workbook narrative included information about Ontario’s retail energy markets and general challenges
facing consumers in markets.
The online workbook was open for consumer feedback between October 15th and November 12th, 2014.
The online workbook had 10,606 unique visitors, of which 3,268 partially completed the workbook and
532 completed the workbook in full. The results from this phase of the consultation are based on the
532 fully completed online workbooks.
The online workbook was made available in both English and French. One of the 532 individuals who
completed the entire online workbook did so using the French version.
The online workbook was divided into four sections:
1. Purpose of Workbook
2. Explaining Ontario’s Retail Energy Markets
3. Challenges in Retail Markets
4. Reviewing the Effectiveness of the ECPA
The first section briefly introduced the ECPA, explained why ECPA feedback is needed, provided
information on the structure of the workbook and asked respondents to provide some demographic
information.
The second part of the workbook, “Explaining Ontario’s Retail Energy Markets”, provided an overview
on how Ontario’s retail energy markets work, including a detailed explanation of consumer bills and the
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Global Adjustment, as well as the roles of the OEB, utilities, energy retailers and consumers. This was
purely a descriptive section with no survey questions.
“Challenges in Retail Markets”, the third section was where the substantive survey questions began.
Again, there was a general description of the inherent risks in retail market, such as “imperfect
information”, “being locked into a contract” and “unfair practices”. This was followed by two general
open‐ended questions asking respondents about key concerns in retail markets and lessons they had
learned in other retail markets.
The fourth section, “Reviewing the Effectiveness of the ECPA”, contained the bulk of the survey
questions. The following diagram was shown to serve as a reminder of the contracting process.

Before each question, a detailed explanation of the ECPA provision was provided to respondents.
This last section also outlines the three government objectives and asks respondents to state how well
the ECPA provisions fit the government objectives and also how the measures could better address
these objectives. The survey finishes with a few general questions on improving the ECPA and several
asking for feedback on the survey itself. A detailed glossary of energy industry terms is provided at the
end of the online workbook.
In total, the online workbook contained 48 survey questions, four feedback questions and two
demographic questions. All responses were anonymous.

Field Logistics
The online feedback tool was promoted by the OEB through traditional print advertising as well as its
web sites and social media accounts.
INNOVATIVE hosted the workbook under the URL: www.EPCAreview.ca. Respondents could not
complete questions multiple times. Respondents’ progress was saved along the way in the case of a
website early exit. When respondents returned to the online workbook, all previously entered answers
re‐appeared linked to the respondent’s specific internet protocol (IP) address.
Upon completion of the survey, the site was no longer accessible to the IP address used to complete the
online workbook. Cookies, or small pieces of data used to identify users, prevented respondents from
completing the workbook more than once.
As for privacy, no link stored on the website contained any personal information‐ respondent data was
only available to INNOVATIVE through a secure data retrieval portal.
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Coding Methodology: A Note on Auxiliary Codes
Code labeling can be a subjective process. Particularly on the auxiliary codes such as “none”, “don’t
know” and “refused” there can be some potential overlap. For instance, when a respondent writes a
simple “no” to a question such as “How can this provision be improved?” did that person refuse to
answer? Did they mean “No, everything is great?” Or did they mean “No, I have no idea”? To help clarify
this distinction, INNOVATIVE outlines below how auxiliary responses are coded:


“None”‐ Responses like “no”, “none”, or “n/a” were coded as “none”. Again, this could mean a
positive response (nothing to improve) or it could just mean nothing. These responses were coded
“none” to avoid making incorrect inferences.



“Don’t know”‐ Responses like “dk”, “don’t know” or “I’m not sure” were coded as “don’t know”.



“Refused”‐ this code was used for respondents who put down a response, but it was either
nonsensical (“dasdfasd”); or a cut‐and‐paste response from a previous question that had nothing to
do with the question. Since no two questions were identical, responses such as “see my previous
comments” were also seen as a “refusal”.



“Non‐Responder”‐ this is the code used for those who skipped the open‐ended questions in the
survey. This number was calculated by taking the total number of people who finished the survey
and subtracting the number of people who responded to that particular question. For instance, if an
open‐ended question has 186 respondents, there were 346 “Non‐Responders” (532 people‐
186=346). In many cases, over half of the people who took the survey did not answer the open‐
ended question at hand. As such, readers should be mindful when interpreting responses to open‐
ended questions as responses often represent the opinions of a portion of all possible respondents.

NOTE: The results contained within this section of the report are based on a volunteered sample of
respondents and should be interpreted as directional only.

Consumer Feedback
INNOVATIVE collected the following feedback from the 532 consumers who finished the online
workbook. The questions on “appropriate” vs. “not appropriate” refer to these 532 consumers.
However, a large portion of the 532 chose to skip one or more of the open‐ended questions in the
survey. The results in the open‐ended charts are only from those who provided a specific response. For
open‐ended questions, the number of respondents who did not provide a response are recorded at the
bottom of each chart and labeled as “Non‐Responders”.
NOTE: The ECPA provisions have been abridged in the body of this report. Respondents were presented
with the details of each provision in the online workbook.

Consumer Protection Concerns and Lessons from Other Markets
This first section examines consumers’ initial concerns about the ECPA as well as the lessons that can be
learned from other markets.
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Respondents concerns about energy retail markets
When asked about key concerns about consumer risks in energy retail markets, top mentions were
“billing charges” (17%) and negative sentiment towards door‐to‐door sales (17%). Respondents are also
concerned about getting trapped in complex contracts (9%). Some skepticism exists on how government
(8%), corporations (4%) and energy retailers (4%) are accountable to consumers in the energy retail
market.
A quarter (25%) of those who responded did not have any additional concerns about consumer risks in
the retail energy markets beyond what was described in the workbook.

Figure 1: Key Concerns Before Examining ECPA
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Key lessons from other markets
There was no clear consensus on key lessons to be learned from other markets in regards to the ECPA.
Banning door‐to‐door sales (11%), contracts that are complex and difficult to cancel (6%), and improved
billing (5%) are among the top five lessons to be learned. Consumers being affected by outside
influences acting on the market, whether it be government intervention (7%) or privatization (6%), were
the second and third most commonly cited concern.

Figure 2: Key Lessons from Other Markets
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Consumer Protection Before Signing a Contract
This next section examines feedback on the six provisions of the ECPA that are to be observed before
consumers sign a contract. Each provision was explained clearly to the respondent before asking them
to provide feedback.

Figure 3: Consumer Protection Before Signing (Averages)
Do you think this element is appropriate or not?
Please use a 0 to 10 scale where 0 means not appropriate at all, 10 means very appropriate and DK means Don’t Know.

8.4

Salesperson Identification

Price Comparison Form

7.7

Disclosure Statement

8.0

A contract can only be entered into with the account
holder or the account holder’s agent

8.1

A contract has to contain certain information

8.5

Energy retailers are not permitted to engage in unfair
practices

8.5

Note: Value above represents average. “Don’t know” removed from calculation.

On average, respondents think all the protections before signing a contract are appropriate. The
following scores were calculated by averaging the number of respondents who thought that the
provision was either somewhat appropriate or very appropriate. The following provisions are all
supported by roughly eight‐in‐ten respondents: salesperson identification (8.4 average); a price
comparison form (7.7 average); a disclosure statement (8.0 average); that a contract can only be
entered into with the account holder or the account holder’s agent (8.1 average); that a contract has to
contain certain information (8.5 average); and, that energy retailers are not permitted to engage in
unfair practices (8.5 average).

ECPA Review: Consumer Consultation Report
Prepared by Innovative Research Group Inc.

Page 34
May 2015

Figure 4: Consumer Protection Before Signing ‐ Salesperson Identification

The first provision, that a salesperson needs to clearly identify themselves when coming to a consumer’s
home or business, receives strong support (8.4 average). More than eight‐in‐ten (82%) respondents say
it is an appropriate provision and only one‐in‐ten think of it as not appropriate (10%).
When asked how salesperson identification could be improved, those that responded state that better
ID verification such as photo ID and online tracking (21%), enforce compliance by energy retailers (19%),
the banning of door‐to‐door sales altogether (13%) and additional rules for door‐to‐door sales (10%) as
the top ways to improve the provision.
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Figure 5: Consumer Protection Before Signing ‐ Price Comparison Form

This provision is supported with a 7.7 average. Three‐quarters of respondents think it is appropriate,
while only 15% feel that it is not.
As for how the provision could be improved, the top three suggestions mentioned by those who
responded are that the price shown is not accurate as it does not include the Global Adjustment (15%);
that consumers are not provided with clear information regarding the risks (14%); and, that comparison
forms don’t show long‐term pricing or comparisons with other provinces (10%).
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Figure 6: Consumer Protection Before Signing‐ Disclosure Statement

Respondents also strongly support (8.0 average) the requirement of a disclosure statement. About
three‐in‐four (77%) feel it is an appropriate measure and just 12% think it is not appropriate.
Those respondents who suggested improvement ask for clearer, concise plain language (16%); and
additional time to review the contract (14%); in addition to voicing skepticism about corporate and
government accountability (10%).
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Figure 7: Consumer Protection Before Signing ‐ A contract can only be entered with an
account holder or the account holder’s agent

This requirement is supported, averaging 8.1 on the scale of appropriateness, with only one‐in‐ten (10%)
respondents feeling it to be inappropriate. When asked how this provision could be improved, a plurality
(16%) of those who responded felt that only the account holder should be able to sign, not the agent.
Other improvements included built in protections, such as “no automatic renewal” (9%); enforce
compliance by energy retailers (8%); and to be sure that only authorized individuals are signed up by
energy retailers (8%).
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Figure 8: Consumer Protection Before Signing ‐ A contract has to contain certain basic
information

Respondents strongly support this provision (8.5 average), more than eight‐in‐ten (83%) think that it is
an appropriate measure.
Protections such as “no automatic renewals” and longer cancellation time limits were the most
significant improvement, mentioned by one‐quarter (26%) of those who voiced an opinion. Clearer,
more concise language was mentioned by a further two‐in‐ten (19%).

ECPA Review: Consumer Consultation Report
Prepared by Innovative Research Group Inc.

Page 39
May 2015

Figure 9: Consumer Protection Before Signing ‐ Energy retailers are not permitted to
engage in unfair practices

The final provision in this section also receives strong support (8.5 average); 83% of respondents found it
to be appropriate.
According to those who responded, this element could be most improved by enforcing compliance by
energy retailers (19%) and increasing penalties for energy retailer misrepresentation, such as fines or
prison time (16%).
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Consumer Protection After Signing a Contract
This section examines the perceived appropriateness of each provision that applies after signing a
contract.

Figure 10: Consumer Protection After Signing a Contract
Do you think this element is appropriate or not?
Please use a 0 to 10 scale where 0 means not appropriate at all, 10 means very appropriate and DK means Don’t Know.

Consumers must receive a copy of the
contract and acknowledge receipt of it

8.0

Consumers have a 10‐day “cooling‐off” period
to review their decision

7.9

In many cases, a contract needs to be
“verified” for it to remain valid

7.4

Note: Value above represents average. “Don’t know” removed from calculation.

Much like the previous six provisions, overall support is quite high for the protections that apply after
signing a contract with averages ranging from 7.4 to 8.0 out of 10 regarding appropriateness.
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Figure 11: Consumer Protection After Signing a Contract ‐ Consumer must receive a
copy of the contract and acknowledge its receipt

About three‐in‐four (76%) respondents support this element, with an average of 8.0 on the scale of
appropriateness.
Three main comments surfaced from the open‐ended question: those who responded asked for more
contract protections, such as “no automatic renewals” (20%); a signed hardcopy of the contract (an
email was felt to be insufficient) (16%); in addition to verification and receipts in order to address
electronic security concerns (14%).
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Figure 12: Consumer Protection after Signing a Contract‐ Consumers have a 10‐day
“cooling‐off” period to review their decision

This provision averages 7.9 on a scale of appropriateness, with only 14% of respondents feeling it to be
inappropriate.
Of those respondents who had an opinion on this element’s improvement, more than half (57%) wanted
more time to review their decision (45%: extended 30+ days; 12%: extended 10‐30 days); a further 8%
are concerned with built in consumer protections, regarding automatic renewal and cancellation.
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Figure 13: Consumer Protection After Signing a Contract‐ Contract needs to be
“verified” to remain valid

This element averages 7.4 on the scale of appropriateness. Just under seven‐in‐ten (69%) think it is
appropriate, while only 16% feel otherwise.
The leading improvement suggested by respondents, who voiced an opinion, is to do away with the
exceptions to verification‐ “all contracts should be verified by the retailer, whether it is internet, direct
mail or consumer‐initiated” (22%).
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Consumer Protection Relating to Amending, Renewing or Extending a
Contract
The following section looks at respondent feedback on six additional consumer protections relating to
amending, renewing or extending a contract.

Figure 14: Consumer Protection relating to Amending, Renewing or Extending a
Contract‐ Averages
Do you think this element is appropriate or not?
Please use a 0 to 10 scale where 0 means not appropriate at all, 10 means very appropriate and DK means Don’t Know.
An energy retailer can request an amendment to a contract by
telephone or by sending a copy of the proposed amendment to
the consumer

7.4

A renewal or extension package must be sent to the consumer
between 60 and 120 days before the date that the contract ends

8.2

The renewal or extension form must include a clear description of
any changes to the contract for each renewal or extension option
the consumer has been offered

8.0

Steps to renew or extend a contract (other than where the energy
retailer is offering to automatically renew a natural gas contract).

7.9

Special rules for the automatic renewal or extension of a natural
gas contract
Even after the consumer has agreed to the renewal or extension,
they have up to 14 days to change their mind and retract the
renewed or extended contract without cost or penalty

6.8

7.8

Note: Value above represents average. “Don’t know” removed from calculation.

We see similarly high levels of support for this set of consumer protections. There is one exception: less
than seven out of ten respondents on average support the provision “special rules for the automatic
renewal or extension of a natural gas contract” (6.8 average).
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Figure 15: Consumer Protection relating to Amending, Renewing or Extending a
Contract‐ An energy retailer can request an amendment

Seven‐in‐ten (70%) of respondents support this provision while 17% do not, creating an average of 7.4
on a scale of appropriateness. Of those who responded with suggested improvements, about one‐in‐five
(19%) feel that the amendment should be facilitated in writing (as opposed to over the phone). Almost
one‐in‐ten (8%) however, don’t think any amendment is acceptable.
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Figure 16: Consumer Protection relating to Amending, Renewing or Extending a
Contract ‐ A renewal or extension package must sent to the consumer 60 to 120 days
before the end of contract

This provision achieved an average rating of 8.2 with nearly eight‐in‐ten (79%) feeling it to be
appropriate.
When asked how it could be improved, those who responded felt that there should be no automatic
renewal (11%) and that the language involved needs to be clear and concise (8%).
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Figure 17: Consumer Protection relating to Amending, Renewing or Extending a
Contract‐ Renewal or extension form must include clear description of changes

Only one‐in‐ten (11%) respondents feel this to be an inappropriate element, creating an average of 8.2
on the scale of appropriateness.
Respondents continue to voice hesitation regarding automatic renewal; more than a third (36%) feel
that renewal must require consent.
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Figure 18: Consumer Protection relating to Amending, Renewing or Extending a
Contract‐ Steps to renew or extend contract other than auto‐renewal

Three‐quarters (74%) of respondents feel this provision to be appropriate with only one‐in‐ten (12%) in
disagreement.
The most commonly suggested improvement to this element was to simply eliminate automatic renewal
outright (16%); an additional 13% felt that only written renewal is acceptable – that is, consent acquired
over the telephone or internet is unacceptable.
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Figure 19: Consumer Protection relating to Amending, Renewing or Extending a
Contract‐ Special rules for auto‐renewal or extension of natural gas contract

Support for this provision ‐ pertaining specifically to natural gas contracts ‐ is lower than the other
provisions (6.8 average); two‐thirds (64%) of respondents feel it to be an appropriate measure. Almost
half (45%) of respondents who suggested an improvement are against automatic renewal and feel that
renewal must require consent.
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Figure 20: Consumer Protection Relating to Amending, Renewing or Extending a
Contract ‐ 14‐day period to change decision on renewal or extension without penalty

The final provision in this section is supported with an average of 7.8, with three‐in‐four (73%)
respondents feeling it to be an appropriate measure. The most commonly suggested improvement was
for the renewal decision period to be extended longer than 14 days (30%).
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Consumer Protection Relating to Cancelling a New or Renewed Contract
This section examines respondent opinion on four ECPA provisions related to cancelling a new or
renewed contract.

Figure 21: Consumer Protection relating to Cancelling a New or Renewed Contract‐
Averages
Do you think this element is appropriate or not?
Please use a 0 to 10 scale where 0 means not appropriate at all, 10 means very appropriate and DK means Don’t Know.

Consumers have a number of cancellation
rights under the ECPA

Limitation on cancellation fees

Refunds

In some cases, the ECPA deems a contract to
be invalid

7.9

6.3

8.2

8.4

Note: Value above represents average. “Don’t know” removed from calculation.

Three of the four consumer protections are strongly supported: that consumers have a number of
cancellation rights under the ECPA (7.9 average); that refunds be provided should the circumstance
require (8.2 average); and that the ECPA can deem a contract to be invalid (8.4 average). The remaining
protection although still positive, receives the lowest average in the study‐ just over six out of ten (6.3
average) respondents feel it is appropriate.
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Figure 22: Consumer Protection relating to Cancelling a New or Renewed Contract‐
Consumers have a number of cancellation rights under the ECPA

This provision describes nine different situations in which consumers may cancel a contract. For
example, it can be cancelled if the “energy retailer has committed an unfair practice” or the “consumer
already has a contract with a different retailer”.
Overall, respondents support this provision (7.9 average); three‐in‐four (75%) think it is appropriate
whereas about one‐in‐ten (11%) think it is not.
It is possible that this nine‐point explanation confuses some respondents. When asked how the
provision could be improved, two‐in‐ten (20%) of those that responded want clearer, concise plain
language.
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Figure 23: Consumer Protection relating to Cancelling a New or Renewed Contract‐
Limitation on cancellation fees

Respondent support for this provision averages 6.3 on the scale of appropriateness; less than six‐in‐ten
(58%) respondents felt this element is appropriate, while one‐quarter (25%) did not.
The majority of respondents who suggested an improvement want cancellation fees to be eliminated or
reduced in some way. Almost three‐in‐ten (28%) would like them eliminated altogether; one‐in‐five
(17%) felt they should be lower; and 8% would be content with one flat cancellation fee of less than
$100.
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Figure 24: Consumer Protection relating to Cancelling a New or Renewed Contract‐
Refunds

This provision outlines refunds and the circumstances in which they are payable. It is viewed positively
(8.2 average), with eight‐in‐ten (79%) respondents feeling it to be appropriate.
When asked how this element could be improved, those who responded expressed that it is too difficult
and costly for consumers to prove a case for “unfairness” (12%) and that penalties for energy retailer
violations should be increased (12%).
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Figure 25: Consumer Protection relating to Cancelling a New or Renewed Contract ‐ In
some cases, the ECPA deems a contract to be invalid

The last provision in this set provides a list of five circumstances where the consumer’s contract can be
deemed invalid. For example, if the energy retailer fails to provide a written copy of the contract, the
consumer is entitled to a full refund and does not have to pay any cancellation fees. About eight‐in‐ten
(79%) think it is appropriate, while one‐in‐ten (10%) feel it is not appropriate (8.4 average).
When asked how this could be improved, those who responded said that it’s too difficult or too costly
for the consumer to collect the refund (9%) and clear, concise language explaining the five
circumstances is needed (9%).
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Government Objectives for the ECPA
Once all the provisions were introduced, the workbook examined perceptions regarding the government
objectives for the ECPA. Specifically, how well the ECPA provisions address the following three
objectives:
1. Protect consumers from hidden costs, excessive cancellation fees and other unfair industry practices.
2. Provide greater fairness and transparency for consumers through rate comparisons, plain language
disclosure in multiple languages, enhanced rights to cancel contracts and new rules for energy
retailers and their employees.
3. Ensure consumers have the information they need to make the right decisions about electricity and
natural gas contracts, and confidence that they’re protected by fair business practices.
As opposed to the scale of appropriateness used for the previous elements, respondents were asked to
rate how well they felt the objectives were met by the provisions. This was followed by an optional
question asking if there is anything else that can be done to better address each objective.

Figure 26: Objective ‐ Protect consumers from unfair industry practices

ECPA provisions are in line with this government objective. Two‐in‐three (66%) respondents think the
provisions address this objective well, while two‐in‐ten (22%) think the opposite (6.7 average).
In order to best meet this objective, some customers suggested that door‐to‐door sales be abolished
(11%); that there be greater enforcement of compliance (9%); and that more is done to help educate
consumers (8%).
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Figure 27: Objective – Provide greater fairness and transparency

Respondents think the ECPA provision fits this second objective (6.8 average). Two‐thirds (66%) of
respondents think it fits well and two‐in‐ten (20%) think the provisions do not fit this objective well.
A plurality of respondents who responded to the follow‐up question are looking for clearer, concise
plain language (17%) and for more resources to help educate the consumer ‐ such as a 1‐800 number,
advertisements or reminder letters (11%).
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Figure 28: Objective ‐ Ensure consumers have the information they need to make the
right decisions

Two‐thirds (65%) of respondents feel that the ECPA is doing well in meeting this government objective
(6.7 average).
When asked how this objective could be better achieved, comprehensible language (17%) is the most
commonly suggested improvement, in addition to active consumer education (11%).
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Missing Elements and Perceptions on Rules
The last section of the online workbook asked respondents for feedback on any missing elements in the
legislation as well as their preferred amount of rules and regulations.

Figure 29: Perceived Missing Elements in the ECPA

After a thorough review of the provisions and government objectives, respondents were asked if any
important consumer protection issues had been overlooked. The majority of those who responded
echoed sentiments that were expressed throughout the workbook, however an interest in more
competitive energy rates (10%) was also stated.
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Figure 30: Preferred Amount of Rules and Regulation

Respondents are divided somewhat evenly on the preferred amount of consumer protections. Three‐in‐
ten (30%) think there are too many rules and regulations, three‐in‐ten (30%) feel it is just right, and two‐
in‐ten (19%) that there are too few.
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Figure 31: Rules and Regulations Breakdown

The sample was then divided into three groups as per their response and asked why they felt that way.
Of those that think there are too many rules and regulations, one‐in‐three respectively, appear confused
by the language (28%) and find that the bureaucracy is too complex, costly and inefficient (27%). Of
those that think there are just enough rules and regulations, about half (48%) think the current rules are
sufficient but only if they are well enforced. Of those that say too few, a third of those who responded
want to ban door‐to‐door sales (33%).
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Respondent Perceptions of Online Workbook
An additional section at the end of the survey asked respondents to weigh in on the online workbook
itself, the topics that were included and what if anything was missing.


Feedback on the workbook overall was quite positive: about two‐thirds (67%) of respondents
provided positive comments (“great”, “informative”, “learned a lot”) and only a quarter (27%) gave
a negative response (“too long”, “too complex”, “waste of time”).



When asked about the volume of information in the workbook, about six‐in‐ten (58%) said it was
“just the right amount”. Three‐in‐ten (28%) said there was “too much information” and just 6% said
there was “not enough”.



Almost half (47%) of respondents who responded said the workbook was not missing anything.
Some outstanding questions from respondents include “cost of electricity/rates” (11%), “specific
penalties for unlawful retailers, how it is enforced” (7%), “more specifics of retailers involved” (5%)
and “help educate consumers through methods like reminder letters” (5%).

Figure 32: Overall Impression of Workbook
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Figure 33: Volume of Information

Figure 34: Content Covered
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Figure 35: Outstanding Respondent Questions
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Consumer Focus Groups
The following section on consumer focus groups delves deeper into what consumers think about the
ECPA, focusing on their own personal experiences and how the ECPA could be improved.

Summary
The following summary highlights key findings from the residential and non‐residential focus group
sessions held in Toronto, Sudbury, London and Ottawa.

Lack of awareness of the ECPA appears to be a hindrance to its effectiveness
Participants in all focus groups cite the lack of awareness of the ECPA and incomplete knowledge of the
energy sector. Participants acknowledge the benefits and necessity of the ECPA, but feel that the lack of
awareness of the protections prevents them from being fully realized. Some also note that when seeking
to learn more, information they deemed trustworthy was difficult to find.

Consumer experience with door‐to‐door sales
Consumer experience with door‐to‐door sales often does not align with ECPA expectations. Aggressive
sales tactics are one of several complaints consumers cite with this kind of interaction. Participants feel
that the ECPA outlines an ideal procedure that energy retailers are not necessarily following during
door‐to‐door sales. Some participants cite misrepresentation of energy retailers as distributors, and
misrepresentation of potential savings. Several admit to signing a contract because of the “bundled”
(inclusion of an incentive, or other product/service) offer, while another said an energy retailer entered
their home to convert the sale to an internet sale.
Additionally, many participants felt that the disclosure process was ineffective; there is simply too much
information to absorb. They feel that this leaves the consumer – especially those who speak English as a
second language – vulnerable to oversimplified messages and overstated promises, and that it
undermines the effectiveness of the ECPA.

Cancelling a contract and the cooling‐off period
Most participants accept the idea of cancellation fees and feel that a cooling‐off period is necessary,
especially given the high‐pressure nature of door‐to‐door sales many of them have experienced.
However, some feel that the cooling‐off period should be extended until at least one bill has been
received. Several also cite that these portions of the contract should require more active consent, such
as a signature acknowledging that the cancellation procedure and fees has been adequately explained
to them.

Price comparison is too complex and confusing
The current nature of price comparisons is seen to be too complex for the average consumer, especially
given the treatment of the Global Adjustment. There was also complaint that it is difficult to make an
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accurate comparison because the comparison is of a single point in time, rather than trend data showing
price comparisons over the last few years. Finally, a general difficulty understanding energy bills is seen
to further obscure a clear comparison.

Consumers like the idea of choice in the market, but feel the door‐to‐door
practice should be ended
Participants are generally in favour of choice in the market and mention the benefits of avoiding a
monopoly. However, they feel that being approached by energy retailers takes the choice out of their
hands. Conversely, some participants question the value of energy retailers in a regulated market.

Time‐of‐use appears to be a driving factor for electricity contract holders
Participants with electricity contracts find freedom from time‐of‐use pricing and the control they have
over their bill to be positive aspects of a contract. This was found to be particularly attractive to seniors
and participants who self‐identified as low‐income as they are home during the day and benefit from
this freedom.

Consumer satisfaction with retail contracts
While there were anecdotal concerns with the effectiveness of the ECPA cited by participants, current
contract holders were generally satisfied with their existing energy contracts.
The primary reason for current contract satisfaction appears to be the belief that they are saving money.
However, when asked how they know they are saving money, few could explicitly identify the savings
from having entered into a contract. Without a point of comparison to definitively say that they were
saving they cite what was told to them at the door or, in a few cases, express a general disbelief that a
“government run” energy system could possible deliver a lower price than the private sector.

Methodology
About the consumer focus groups
The focus group sessions were held in Sudbury on October 28th 2014, in Ottawa on October 29th and in
London and Toronto on October 30th. A total of 51 consumers participated in these focus groups.
Sudbury: October 28th, 2014
Pre‐ECPA residential contract holders
Post‐ECPA residential contract holders
Ottawa: October 29th, 2014
Former contract holders
Post‐ECPA residential contract holders
London: October 30th, 2014
General Population
Post‐ECPA residential contract holders
Toronto (North York): October 30th, 2014
Post ECPA business contract holders
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Post‐ECPA residential contract holders

6 participants

Recruiting focus group participants
Participants were randomly selected by telephone from customer lists provided by energy retailers and
screened for appropriateness as session participants. Pre‐ECPA participants qualified if they had
electricity or natural gas contracts and were on the list of pre‐ECPA current contracts. General
population participants qualified if they were the primary bill payer and had some knowledge of their
household electricity or natural gas supply.
An incentive of $80 was provided to residential participants and $100 for non‐residential participants.
All focus group sessions were video recorded to verify participant feedback and verbatim quotations.

Focus groups structure
Similar to the online workbook design (detailed in the previous section), the focus group sessions were
structured around the themes contained in the workbook.
At the start of the sessions, the facilitator gave an overview explaining the purpose of the consultation
and why the OEB is seeking feedback from consumers.
After explaining the purpose of the consultation, hardcopy workbooks were distributed in order to act
as a session guide for participants, and to record their answers to the questions contained within.
The first half of the focus group was devoted to participants reading and answering the questions within
the workbook.
The second half of the focus group was devoted to engaging in a group discussion, again, structured
around the themes of the workbook. Particular emphasis was placed on discussing participants’ specific
experiences with energy retailers. Specific areas were probed to determine where improvements could
be made to the ECPA and how participants generally felt about the energy retail market.
The hardcopy workbooks were collected from the participants at the conclusion of each focus group
session.
Each focus group session ran for approximately two hours.
NOTE: Results contained within this section of the report are based on a limited sample and should be
interpreted as directional only.

Participant Feedback
The following section highlights the detailed feedback from the focus groups. Overall, the discussion
touched upon similar themes in every location. Given the consistency across all groups, we have chosen
to report participant feedback thematically rather than geographically to better connect the feedback
from individual focus groups into a coherent framework. Underlying themes discussed in the focus
groups are supported by examples of participant feedback.

The workbook was highly regarded by participants
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The workbook itself was highly rated, particularly as an educational document. Participants generally
found it to be fair and informative.
“I feel much more informed than I did before – a wonderful piece of public information I wish
was more widely distributed.”
While some participants felt the workbook was an “eye‐opener”, others voiced some suspicion.
“Some parts I thought were too good to be true.”
“I think we are protecting the monopolies in some cases.”
“The disclosure document sounds like it was written by Enbridge or the government.”
A number of ECPA elements, including the Disclosure Statement and the price comparison, were seen by
a few participants to favour energy retailers as opposed to protecting consumers. Additionally, some
participants pointed out that the disclosure language was not seen as “consumer friendly” which some
suggested was an impediment to comprehension.
In all the discussions, feedback focused mainly on electricity, and less on natural gas. Many participants
saw natural gas rates to be driven more by the market; electricity rates, according to some, appear to be
driven by government policy.

Awareness of the ECPA and its provisions is virtually non‐existent
Overall, very few participants were aware of the ECPA or its provisions, barring a general familiarity with
the cooling‐off period among participants who were contract holders.
The focus groups also highlighted the inability of many participants to find what they felt was relevant
and unbiased information on consumer protections related to energy retail markets.
“The biggest failure here is not in the legislation, it is in awareness.”
“It does protect people, but people don’t realize it.”
“We have more rights than we know about, but we can’t exercise rights we don’t know about.”
“There is not a lot of access to [online] unbiased info when I was researching my [electricity]
contract.”
“I could not find any government info online when I Googled it [energy retail contracts].”
Some participants in Ottawa used Quebec as an example of active promotion of consumer protections.
It was stated that many consumer protections are highly visible thanks to embedded messages and
taglines at key consumer touchpoints. According to participants, the ECPA did not appear to be visible at
key touchpoints.
“In Quebec, consumer protections are much more visible, they are much better promoted.”
Many participants wish the information in the workbook was more easily accessible or perhaps even
distributed to all Ontario households. However, the same participants acknowledged that it would be
very unlikely that they would read such information outside a focus group setting.
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ECPA provisions seen as comprehensive, but not always followed in practice
Many participants saw the ECPA as a very good and comprehensive set of consumer protections, albeit
with low awareness. After reviewing the information in the workbook, a number of participants pointed
out issues that arise in practice..
“This is ideal, but what happens at the door is a totally different thing.”
“The process would be wonderful, if it really worked that way.”
“What the law is, is different from what they [energy retail salespeople] tell you.”
Participants perceived these gaps to manifest in practice through sales practices at the door. Probing
these instances revealed that ECPA identification and disclosure requirements were generally followed,
but in some cases participants believed that door‐to‐door salespeople could misrepresent themselves.
Such occurrences were voiced in all focus groups.
“They masquerade as Ontario Hydro representatives.”
“Companies at the door take your bill and fill out a contract on the spot and just get you to sign.”
“This summer there was a blitz of people going to doors trying to make you sign contracts, and
they were pretty pushy …they were asking you for your bill.”
It was frequently mentioned that sales people made vague and potentially unrealistic cost predictions.
As voiced by several participants, the lack of any trend data in the price comparison could give
salespeople an opportunity to make unsupportable claims of future energy costs. Several post‐ECPA (i.e.
after January 1, 2011) contract holders stated that they signed a contract based on such “unfounded
claims”.
“They guarantee that it would always be cheaper than Ontario Hydro.”
Use of “bundling” (add‐ons) or additional financial incentives was reported in every market. These
included equipment related gifts (such as thermostats), gift cards, or other tangible incentives, usually
with a requirement to pay back the full value of the gift if the contract was cancelled early. For these
participants, the cost of repaying the value of the gift was a powerful deterrent to early cancellation,
even within the cooling‐off period.
“The reason I signed up is because I got a prepaid gift card.”
“They sold me a $300 thermostat and the energy contract was the bundle add‐on.”
Several participants described experiences of retailers entering their home to convert a door‐to‐door
sale to an internet sale in order to circumvent the ECPA.
“They come into your home and get you to log into your computer to sign up on the internet.”
Another perceived shortcoming of the ECPA was the disclosure requirements. Some participants felt
that the extensiveness of the disclosure requirements was overwhelming.
“At the door, this is too much to process, I felt like it was shoved down my throat, it took almost
two hours.”
“How much of this can you take in while at the door?”
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“This would scare a lot of people.”
While the ECPA provisions were seen as effective by most participants, some suggested it posed an
unintended obstacle for some consumers. Some participants felt that the lack of simple, relevant
comparison and trend information made it easier for salespersons to use oversimplified messaging,
taking advantage of overwhelmed consumers.
“The only thing I heard was [that my contract will] save me a lot of money”.
While most participants felt they understood the consumer protection provisions of the ECPA well from
the workbook, they still did not know how to resolve issues they may have with their energy contract.
“I still don’t know the procedures to go through if I have a [contract] problem.”
Although the workbook used in the focus groups helped explain the ECPA’s consumer protections
provisions, many participants appeared to not have the foundational knowledge to make informed
decisions. While the ECPA was seen to offer strong consumer protection, there remains a
comprehension vacuum in terms of contractual commitments and energy markets in general. Again,
very few participants had a complete understanding of Ontario’s energy sector, let alone the retail
market.

Cancellation fees, renewals and price comparisons
Participants cited the ECPA provisions regarding cancellation, renewal and price comparisons as most
important.
Participants appeared to view cancellation fees through the lens of the cooling‐off period. In general,
participants did not see passed the 10‐day period to other cancellation provisions, largely viewing the
cooling‐off period as the sole cancellation point. As a result, participants tended to view 10 days as
insufficient, frequently citing the first full‐period billing (and in many cases two or three billings) as being
necessary to truly evaluate whether the contract fulfills their expectations.
Participants saw the cooling off period as designed to allow consumers to cancel a contract they signed
under duress or without having researched what they were signing. However, for those who signed a
contract based on expectations on savings, it was suggested that the cooling‐off period was irrelevant as
they received no further actionable information during that time.
Other participants felt that a longer cooling‐off period is required specifically with door‐to‐door sales, a
situation where many participants felt that consumers do not have adequate time or information to
decide if an energy contract is appropriate for them.
“I think the 10 days is not long enough.”
“I have 10 days to cancel, but I don’t receive my bill until 30 or 40 days later.”
“I think it’s with door‐to‐door contracts that you need this cooling‐off period. If you go out to buy
a car, you’re going out to them, they didn’t come to you.”
In discussing cancellation fees, most participants were unaware of cancellation fees when signing a
contract. This led to a discussion of ensuring that cancellation fees, as a major factor for participants, are
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well highlighted on contracts ‐ and other information presented at the door ‐ and of making such
awareness an ‘active’ process.
“The consumer needs to specifically sign on the cancellation fees.”
“A cancellation fee is fair so long as the consumer is aware. I think the consumer should have to
sign the cancellation fee calculation specifically to make sure they understand.”
“The cancellation fees should be highlighted in yellow or red so they can see it, not in the fine
print.”
However, most participants felt the cancellation fees stipulated in the ECPA are fair, as long as there is
an opportunity to cancel without penalty after at least the first bill had been received.
“The cancellation fees are fair.”
“You need at least three or four bills to really make a comparison.”
“I made a bet, the penalty is fine.”
“I do think it’s fair because at the same time those companies are relying on your contracts.”
The price comparison, and particularly the Global Adjustment, presented further confusion for a number
of participants. First, many participants found that the Global Adjustment made direct comparison very
difficult, particularly at the door where some participants felt they didn’t have the time to properly
review. Secondly, the price comparison was from a single point in time, whereas participants needed
data that was relevant and actionable to them – trend data. In fact, issues pertaining to “pricing history”
were raised in nearly every group.
“There is little true explanation about the Global Adjustment – it seems to be a catch all that kills
the level playing field.”
“The Global Adjustment is almost dishonest.”
“The billing practice is unfair, it [the Global Adjustment] should be showing on both, so I have an
apples to apples comparison.”
Most participants found the Price Comparison form difficult to compare to the Regulated Price Plan and
felt they needed more information, with a particular emphasis on the need for pricing trend data, as
opposed to energy prices in a particular point in time.
“Just give me big numbers that are directly comparable.”
“When I get a statement from a mutual fund, it will say the ten year, the five year, the four year,
the three year, and the one year return up to the date. You can see, how much this has changed
over 10 years.”
“I would have to go back five years to see if there was any advantage.”
“[It would be helpful] if they showed the last five years of rates, because the salespeople are
always saying rates are going up.”
“I want to see, go back a number of years, for both contract price and the price charged by the
utility so you can compare.”
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Contract renewal was another area of concern for some participants. Current energy retail contract
holders were divided on ECPA provisions regarding renewals. Some felt that there should be no
automatic renewals at all, while others thought that it should be an option when they sign the initial
contract. The general reason in favor of automatic renewal was a feeling that the participant did not
want the ‘hassle’ of the renewal process.
“There should be no automatic renewal.”
“The automatic renewal should not be allowed – the retailer will only renew when it is to their
advantage.”
“I want automatic renewal – it should be an option stated on the contract – don’t come harass
me later.”
“On renewal, we could [should be able to] choose a simplified renewal process [as an option].”

Energy bills and the Global Adjustment appear to be an impediment to
comparison
Participants broached the topic of Global Adjustment from several angles. First was a consensus that the
presentation of the Global Adjustment on retailer bills, and the lack thereof on utility bills, made
comparison very difficult. Some participants felt that electricity bills are too complex for them to
understand. Most participants want to see clear and easy to understand information to help better
inform energy decisions.
“Utility companies should put the Global Adjustment on their bills.”
“I have sat down with many people to understand my energy bills and I still don’t have a straight
answer.”
“I don’t see a controllable number on my utility bills.”
“When my bill comes in I have no clue what it means.”
The difficulty in understanding bills, and the added complication that the Global Adjustment presents, in
some cases appears to create a role for energy retailers to become a key source of energy information
for consumers.
“I have more information to make a decision from what I was given with my contract than from
any other source.”
“A good thing about these energy retailers is that some people are slowly learning more about
their energy bills.”

A desire for a more active disclosure process
Given that some participants felt the disclosure information that energy retailers are required to present
was too much to absorb at the door, the common suggestion was to make the presentation of the
Disclosure Statement a more ‘active’ process. This type of disclosure would require the consumer to sign
or initial every key section to ensure they have read and understood, rather than relying on the energy
retailer to do so.
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Further discussion of turning the process into an ‘active’ one centered on the contract validation phone
call. Some participants suggested that the consumer be required to actively phone the OEB to verify
their energy contract.
“There should be some independent phone call to validate.”
“There should be a waiver of some sort that forces the consumer to call the OEB to say all the
information has been given to them.”
“Who is monitoring to follow‐up on these salespeople – I never got a call from the ECPA to find
out if it all went down right.”
“It [the ECPA]) is reactive – waiting for the consumers to make the call – where is the follow‐up?
Where is the enforcement?”

Language barriers appear to present confusion among some consumer groups
Some participants felt that a lack of familiarity with industry practices and difficulty with language
comprehension could leave non‐English speaking populations particularly vulnerable.
“Have a 1‐800 number where people can get the disclosures in other languages.”
“When we came to this country and bought a house, nobody told us we had to sign up these
contracts, we didn’t even know the questions to ask.”

Demand for choice, tempered by questioning the need for door‐to‐door
While participants generally like the idea of choice and competitive markets, some questioned the need
for an energy retail market. In addition, some participants expressed an aversion to monopolies and,
among those so inclined, some anti‐government attitudes.
“People like to have choices.”
“I should be able to choose who I purchase from.”
“With energy, we need an open market with competition.”
“The more competition there is in the marketplace, the better off the consumer will be –
eventually. But there are going to be growing pains getting there.”
“We should have [retail markets] just to prevent them from creating a monopoly and doing what
they want.”
“If you break a monopoly – you bring players into a market that might have new ideas.”
“I could be convinced they [energy retailers] play a role, but I don’t see it.”
“I don’t see the purpose they [retail markets] serve in regulated markets.”
Permission‐based marketing aims to sell products and services when consumers give consent in advance
to receiving marketing information. Door‐to‐door sales solicitation is not “permission based”. Some
participants expressed concerns with this sale approach due to a general lack of consumer knowledge
and perceived price transparency, coupled with the opportunity for aggressive sales techniques. For a
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number of participants, door‐to‐door sales still leave a negative impression as they are seen to be non‐
permission based.
“Why do they have to come to the door? We don’t have Canadian Tire coming to the door.”
As such, participants identified door‐to‐door sales as a unique challenge to consumer protection and
suggested that consumers might need additional protections from this particular sales approach under
the ECPA.
A number of participants feel that with door‐to‐door sales, there is limited opportunity to make a choice
between energy retailers and no opportunity to compare prices among energy retailers.
“Using the car salesman analogy, we’ve already gone to four or five dealerships to see what
vehicle we want, and we have options. When [an energy sales person] comes to the door, we
only have the one option.”
“I can go to my Bell or Rogers bill and do a direct comparison of what it would cost if I changed,
and there is just no transparency here.”
In other markets, where participants perceived there to be stronger consumer protections –
telecommunications was most often cited – not only does the consumer actively seek out the product or
service, but the price comparisons are considered to be more simple to understand and more
transparent, allowing sufficient opportunity to make a more informed decision.
Several participants suggested that door‐to‐door should be restricted to informational purposes only.
“I don’t like someone just coming to my door and then spewing all this stuff at me, why don’t
they, first give a flyer that were in your area so you could have a little advanced notice.”

Time‐of‐use appears to be a driving factor for electricity contract holders
In many cases the decision to sign a contract was based on freedom from time‐of‐use. Freedom from
time‐of‐use pricing appeared to be particularly motivating to participants who identified themselves as
“low‐income” and seniors when compared to other participants. ‘Predictability’ and ‘control’ were cited
as primary motivators to enter into a contract.
“One of the reasons I went with the contract is that I did not want to be on the time‐of‐use
pricing.”
“At least I am not on time of usage … it’s convenience that retailers are selling.”
“With a contract there’s the same price all day long and it’s definitely an advantage; I don’t have
to wait until nighttime to wash my clothes, I can wash them whenever it suits me.”
‘I’m not locked in to peak hours.”
“If cost is the only issue behind what we choose as consumers, we are sometimes missing the
boat. I would be willing to pay a higher price if I got better service.”
“The retailer is selling greater control.”
“The retailers give you a fixed rate, that’s the only advantage I can see.”
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Consumer Telephone Surveys
Summary
The following summarizes the key findings from the telephone surveys of low‐volume residential and
non‐residential energy consumers.

There appears to be a lot of consumer confusion in retail energy markets
Unaware contract holders should be a key concern in the retail energy market. Three‐in‐ten (30%)
residential current contract holders are unaware that they currently have a retail energy contract. Of
the total number of unaware residential contract holders, 78% were identified by energy retailers as
being under contract on August 1st, 2014. Based on energy retailer provided lists, more than a third
(35%) of the unaware contract holders would have entered into a contract between January 1st and
August 1st 2014.
Furthermore, 52% of residential respondents identified by energy retailers as former contract holders
(as of January 1st, 2014) still believe they are under contract (which may be the case, but with another
energy retailer), while 27% are unaware that they had an energy contract since January 1st, 2011 (post‐
ECPA era).
Similarly to residential respondents, 27% of current non‐residential contract holders are unaware that
they currently have a retail energy contract. Nearly half (49%) of organizations identified by energy
retailers as former contract holders (as of January 1st, 2014) still believe they are under contract, while
37% are unaware that they were under energy contract at any point over the past three years.

While there may be confusion, many consumers value choice in energy markets
Among residential respondents, a majority of current and former contract holders like having the
opportunity to enter into an electricity or natural gas contract if they want one. Non‐contract holders
and unaware contract holders are less likely to value this choice.
A majority of all non‐residential contract holder types like having a choice.

Contract holders are generally satisfied with their contracts if they believe they
are saving money
Nearly seven‐in‐ten (69%) residential respondents who believe they are under contract are satisfied
with their current electricity contract, and 78% are satisfied with their current natural gas contract. Non‐
residential contract holders are even more satisfied (78% electricity, 82% natural gas).
However, current contract holders who think they are saving money are far more likely to be satisfied
with their current contracts than those who do not think they are saving any money under contract. The
table below illustrates the difference in satisfaction levels between various groups on contract holders:
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Electricity Contract Holders

Natural Gas Contract Holders

Consumer Type

Saving Money

Not saving Money

Saving Money

Not saving Money

Residential

88% satisfied

36% satisfied

97% satisfied

42% satisfied

Non‐residential

96% satisfied

39% satisfied

97% satisfied

37% satisfied

Half of residential contract holders say their primary reason for entering into a contract was to save
money (51% for electricity and 52% for natural gas), and a similar number believe that they are saving
money under their current contracts (52% for electricity, 53% for natural gas). The same holds true for
non‐residential contract holders: saving money is the key reason to enter into a contract (71% for both
electricity and natural gas contracts) and a strong majority think they are in fact saving money (56%
electricity, 68% natural gas).

Former contract holders are generally dissatisfied with their contracts because of
perceived high costs
Among former residential contract holders, 63% say they were dissatisfied with their electricity contract,
while 61% were dissatisfied with their natural gas contract. Whether they cancelled or did not renew,
the most common reason cited was the high cost of the contract.

Most retail energy contract sales approaches are door‐to‐door and many are
unhappy with this sales practice
Most residential and non‐residential respondents, who have interacted with an energy retailer, did not
seek them out; they were more commonly approached through a door‐to‐door sales solicitation. This
equates to one quarter (26%) of both residential and non‐residential respondents without energy
contracts who believe they were approached by an energy retailer in the past year.
At least some misrepresentation may be occurring: between 5% and 9% of residential respondents and
between 5% and 11% of non‐residential respondents believe that during their most recent door‐to‐door
sales visit, the sales agent presented themselves as a utility or government agency representative.
Among those who were asked (asked of all respondents aside from current contract holders), almost no
residential respondents, who have had some form of interaction with an energy retailer, said their sales
experience was better than a typical retail interaction (3%‐6% across the segments), while 38% to 49%
said it was worse. Of those who said it was worse, a plurality (29%‐44%) in every segment asked this
question cited aggressive sales practices as the primary reason.
Among non‐residential respondents who are non‐contract holders, who have interacted with an energy
retailer, 32% say their experience was worse than that with other salespeople, 57% say it was typical,
and 2% say it was better. Of those who say it was worse, half (52%) cite aggressive sales tactics as the
reason.
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Unaware residential contract holders may be more vulnerable than others
The fact that this group of respondents were identified by energy retailers as current or recent contract
holders, yet do not recognize that they currently or recently had an energy contract suggests a level of
vulnerability when it comes to consumer protection. This group is less familiar with the retail energy
markets (35% familiar compared to 51% for non‐contract and 65% for current contracts) and less
confident when it comes to entering into contracts. Furthermore, this group is also less educated: 21%
have university degrees compared to 28% among current contract holders and 40% in the non‐contract
sample; is more likely to have some problems reading and writing English when compared to other
residential consumer groups; and they score comparatively lower on the cognitive assessment index
used in this study.

Targeting vulnerable consumers with bundled contracts
While anecdotal evidence from the previous qualitative research phases of the consumer consultation
suggested that energy retailers were targeting low‐income consumers with bundled offers, there is no
evidence from the quantitative survey research to suggest that this is occurring.
Current contract holders were asked if their most recent contracts included “bundling” defined as
including another product or service – either for free or at some cost (e.g. free water tank, thermostat
or pre‐paid gift cards used as incentives to enter into a contract). Over a quarter (27%) of current
residential contract holders entered into some form of a bundled electricity or natural gas contract.
The proportion of bundled contract holders with a household income of less than $40k (28%), $40k to
$100k (30%), and those making over $100k (25%) is relatively consistent. If energy retailers are using
bundled contracts as a tool to pursue low‐income consumers, one would expect a much larger
difference in these proportions. Non‐contract holders appear to be the lowest risk group among both
non‐residential and residential consumers
Non‐contract holders are the least economically vulnerable group; they are more affluent, and are less
financially impacted by their energy bill. On cognitive assessment index, this group ranks highest. Non‐
contract holders are also the most educated; four‐in‐ten (40%) have a university degree. Non‐contract
holders appear to be the most financially literate and a strong minority (43%) say they are “familiar”
with the energy market.
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Methodology
The results presented in this section of the report are from two telephone surveys:
1. a residential household survey conducted among 1,519 randomly‐selected respondents
between November 19th and November 28th 2014; and
2. a non‐residential survey conducted among 428 randomly‐selected businesses and organizations,
between November 19th and November 30th 2014.

Sample Sources
INNOVATIVE was provided with a list of current contract and cancelled and/or expired contract holders
by energy retailers. This list was used to conduct the telephone surveys among residential and non‐
residential consumers.
INNOVATIVE was initially provided with unique identification codes for each consumer account by each
of Ontario’s licensed energy retailers. Specifically, energy retailers were asked to provide the following
information for each of their past and present residential and non‐residential Ontario‐based retail
energy accounts:
1. active accounts as of December 31st, 2013 and August 1st, 2014 (current contract holders);
2. active accounts as of December 31st, 2013 that had either cancelled or let their contract expire
by August 1st, 2014 (former contract holders); and
3. new accounts that were activated between January 1st, 2014 and August 1st, 2014 (new contract
holders).
INNOVATIVE selected 10% of each energy retailers’ customer accounts for each of the three categories
described above using a randomization algorithm.
Energy retailers were then asked to provide telephone numbers, contract type (electricity, natural gas,
or both), date of contract initiation, and forward sortation area (the first 3‐digits of a postal code) for the
random selection of their Ontario‐based customer accounts. Customer names and addresses were not
included in any of the information provided to INNOVATIVE by energy retailers.
As a security precaution, all customer account information was uploaded and transferred via a secure
data encryption portal to which only INNOVATIVE and individual energy retailers had access. Energy
retailers were only able to access their own customer data through this portal.
The sample provided by energy retailers for the use in the surveys is illustrated in the table below.
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Figure A: Energy Retailer Provided Lists
Consumer Type
Electricity, Post‐2011, Still under contract
Electricity, Pre‐2011, Not under contract
Electricity, Post‐2011, Not under contract
Gas, Post‐2011, Still under contract
Gas, Pre‐2011, Not under contract
Gas, Post‐2011, Not under contract
New Electricity and/or Gas Contracts (since Jan. 2014)
Total

Consumer Type (aggregated)

Non‐Residential
944
325
287
166
249
109
524
2,604
7%

Non‐Residential

Residential

Total Sample

11,359
4,961
2,203
2,741
5,214
1,107
7,480
35,065
93%

Residential

12,303
5,286
2,490
2,907
5,463
1,216
8,004
37,669
100%

Total Sample

Electricity: Active Post ECPA Contracts
Electricity: Cancelled/Non‐renewed Contract (since Jan 2014)
Gas: Active Post ECPA Contracts
Gas: Cancelled/Non‐renewed Contract (since Jan 2014)
Total

1,206
612
428
358
2,604

15,099
7,164
6,481
6,321
35,065

16,305
7,776
6,909
6,679
37,669

ECPA Contract Holders
Cancelled Since (Jan. 2014)
Total

1,634
970
2,604

21,580
13,485
35,065

23,214
14,455
37,669

In addition to consumer contact information provided by energy retailers, INNOVATIVE also
supplemented the sample with households and organizations using a random digit dialing methodology.

Survey Fieldwork
The contact lists provided by energy retailers consisted of 2,604 non‐residential organizations and
35,065 residential households with post‐ECPA contracts or who had cancelled or let their contract expire
between January 1st and August 1st, 2014.
In addition to the energy retailer provided lists, INNOVATIVE supplemented the sample with an Ontario‐
wide list of residential households and non‐residential organizations. This sample was used to engage
the broader Ontario population of households and organizations without retail energy contracts.
Before retiring any randomly selected telephone number from the contact list, 12 attempts were made
to reach a potential respondent for each unique telephone number, or until an interviewer received a
hard refusal. Each number was called twice a day for the first four days and once a day for the final four.
Each day a new sample was released from the contact list to replace completed or retired telephone
numbers.
Residential consumers were contacted at their homes (i.e. home number provided) by telephone
between 4pm and 9pm on weekdays; between 10am and 8pm on Saturdays; and between 11am and
8pm on Sundays. Non‐residential consumers were contacted at their place of work (i.e. business
number provided) between 9am and 5pm during weekdays.
All fieldwork was conducted using INNOVATIVE’s computer‐assisted telephone interviewing (CATI)
system.
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Sample Design
Residential Sample Design
For purposes of this analysis, the residential sample was further segmented into the following four
categories:
A) households that currently have a retail energy contract signed since January 2011 (current
contract holders);
B) households that cancelled or let their retail energy contract expire since January 2014 (former
contract holders);
C) households that receive energy bills, but do not have a retail energy contract (non‐contract
holders); and
D) households that were identified by energy retailers as either current contract holders or former
contract holder, but were not aware that they have or recently had a retail energy contract
(unaware contract holders).
Survey respondents were classified based on their own understanding of whether or not they are under
a contract. For example, if a respondent listed as a current contract holder did not know they had a
contract, they were treated as a non‐contract holder and where asked non‐contract holder questions in
the survey.
After preliminary analysis of the survey data, it became apparent that a large number of residential
current contract holders formed a unique group of consumer that INNOVATIVE deemed worthy of
analysis. The unaware contract holder group was present and the inclusion of the unaware contract
holder category was created to capture the unique characteristics of this consumer group for the
purposes of analysis.

Figure B illustrates the distribution of the four distinct groups within the residential sample.
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Figure B: Residential Consumer Sample Distribution

The sample of non‐contract households was weighted by region and household income using Statistics
Canada data to reflect households of bill payers across Ontario.
Un‐weighted probability samples of 742 (current contracts), 154 (former contracts), 252 (unaware
contracts)and 371 (non‐contract holders) would have margins of error of ±3.6%, ±7.9%, ±6.2%, and
±5.1% percentage points, respectively, 19 times out of 20. The margin of error will be larger within each
sub‐grouping of the sample.
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Figure C: Residential Classification by Sample Source

Many consumers are unaware of their contract status. Just over six‐in‐ten (63%) current contract
holders are aware that they have a retail energy contract (or have had a contract since January 1st,
2011). Furthermore, 52% of those identified by energy retailers as former contract holders (as of
January 1st, 2014) still believe they are under contract (which may be the case, but with another
retailer), while 27% are unaware that they had an energy contract since January 1st, 2011 (post‐ECPA
era).
The table below details what sample source respondents came from among those who were categorized
as unaware contract holders.

Figure D: Unaware Residential Contract Holders by Sample Source

Energy Retailer Provided Lists
New Electricity and/or Natural Gas Contract Holders (since Jan. 2014)
Current Electricity Contract Holder (Post‐ECPA)
Current Natural Gas Contract Holder (Post‐ECPA)
Former Electricity Contract Holder
Former Natural Gas Contract Holder
TOTAL

%
35%
33%
9%
11%
12%
100%

n‐size
89
84
23
28
29
252

Note: Percentages and n‐size value in the table above added before rounding.

Of the total number of unaware contract holders, 78% were identified by energy retailers as being under
contract on August 1st, 2014. Based on energy retailer provided lists, more than a third (35%) of the
unaware contract holders would have entered into a contract between January 1st and August 1st 2014.
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While it appears as though the distribution of unaware contract holders skews toward electricity retail
contract holders, we cannot be certain from the lists supplied by energy retailers as the indication of
“electricity” or “natural gas” contract was not always clearly identified.

Non‐Residential Sample Design
Similarly, the non‐residential sample of organizations is segmented into three distinct groups for the
purpose of analysis:
A) organizations that currently have a retail energy contract signed since January 2011 (current
contract holders);
B) organizations that cancelled or let their retail energy contract expire since January 2014 (former
contract holders); and
C) organizations that receive energy bills, but do not have a retail energy contract (non‐contract
holders).
Figure E illustrates the distribution of the three distinct groups within the non‐residential sample.

Figure E: Non‐Residential Consumer Sample Distribution
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Un‐weighted probability samples of 176 (current contracts), 33 (former contracts)2, and 219 (general
population) would have a margins of error of ±7.4%, ±17.2%, and 6.7% percentage points, respectively,
19 times out of 20. The margin of error will be larger within each sub‐grouping of the sample.

Figure F: Non‐Residential Classification by Sample Source

Similarly to residential respondents, 27% of current non‐residential contract holders are unaware that
they have a retail energy contract (or have had a contract since January 1st, 2011). Furthermore, 49% of
organizations identified by energy retailers as former contract holders (as of January 1st, 2014) still
believe they are under contract (which may be the case, but with another energy retailer), while 37%
are unaware that they had an energy contract since January 1st, 2011 (post‐ECPA era).
Due to the relatively small sample size for non‐residential respondents, organizations that are unaware
that they have or have recently had a retail energy contract, have not been sub‐classified as unaware
contract holders. Rather, this group of respondents has been classified as non‐contract holders for the
purpose of analysis in this report.

2

Due to the small sample size of former contract holders (n=33), findings from this segment of non‐residential
consumers have not been included in this report. This is on account of limited statistical significance.
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Questionnaire Design
The questionnaires were informed by and incorporated feedback from the previous qualitative phases
of the ECPA Review consumer consultation. Wording of questions differed slightly between the
residential and non‐residential surveys – for example, questions where residential respondents were
asked to answer on behalf of their household, non‐residential respondents were asked to answer on
behalf of their organization or business  otherwise, they remained generally consistent.
The average survey length for respondents was approximately 10 minutes.

Figure G: Questionnaire Design

Screening questions: These questions were asked of all respondents to ensure only qualified individuals
from households and organizations answered the survey. For all residential respondents, only the
person who is primarily responsible for paying either their household electricity bill or natural gas bill
was eligible to complete this survey. Those who were neither responsible for paying their household
energy bills or those who did not directly receive an electricity or natural gas bill, were screened out of
the survey. This step was taken to ensure that survey respondents represented the most qualified
person within a household to answer questions about their energy bills and/or energy retail contract(s).
Similarly, for all non‐residential respondents, only the person who is responsible for making or
overseeing decisions regarding their organization’s energy management was eligible to complete this
survey.
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Knowledge Profile: This section of the survey was designed to measure financial, energy and retail
market literacy, as well as to develop a confidence index to determine how comfortable respondents are
in dealing with contracts in general.
Energy Segmentation: This section of the survey segmented respondents into either former, current or
non‐contract holders (and subsequently unaware contract holders in the case of the residential survey).
Subsequent survey questions differed depending on how a respondent was classified. It is important to
note that survey respondents were classified based on their own understanding of whether or not they
are under a contract. For example, if a respondent listed as a current or former holder by an energy
retailer, but was unaware that they have or recently had a contract, they were asked questions as
though they were a non‐contract holder.
Contract Journey: These questions were asked only of current contract holder and were designed to
assess the current level of satisfaction with their contract(s) and identify the reasons why individuals
chose to enter into a retail energy contract.
Cancellation Journey: These questions were asked only of former contract holder and were designed to
assess the level of satisfaction these respondents had with their past contract(s) and identify the
reasons why they either cancelled or let their most recent retail energy contract(s) expire.
Engagement with Energy Retailers: These questions were asked only of non‐contract holders and were
designed to assess whether or not this group of respondents has ever engaged with an energy retailer
and whether they were approached by or sought out an energy retailer.
Sales Experience: This section of the survey was developed for all respondents who have engaged with
or been engaged by an energy retailer. The questions were designed to document the respondent’s
experience, how they were engaged, and in the case of door‐to‐door sales calls, whether they recall if
the energy retailer followed some of the core provisions set out in the ECPA.
Attitudes and Demographics/Firmographics: The Attitudes section was asked of all respondents and
was designed to benchmark perceptions of learning and thinking as a measure of cognitive ability. The
financial impact of energy bills and preferences towards choice in energy markets were also determined
in this section. These questions were followed by demographic questions for residential respondents
and firmographic questions for non‐residential respondents.
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Detailed Findings
INNOVATIVE collected the following feedback from the 1,519 residential consumers and 428 non‐
residential consumers.

Consumer Satisfaction with Energy Retail Contracts
Note to Reader:
Figures beginning with “R#” refer to “residential consumers”, while figures beginning with “NR#” refer
to “non‐residential consumers”.
The number of respondents who answered a particular question [n‐size values] is reported in each
figure within this section of the report.
Due to the small sample size of non‐residential former contract holders (n=33), detailed findings from
this segment of consumers have not been included in this report. This is on account of limited statistical
significance.

Figure R1: Consumer Choice

The option to choose an electricity or natural gas contract has greatest appeal among residential current
contract holders (+70% net agreement). More than eight‐in‐ten (83%) current contract holders agree
with the statement “I like having the opportunity to enter into an electricity or natural gas contract if I
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want one”. A majority (56% agree; +19% net agreement) of former contract holders also like the
opportunity to enter into a contract if they wish.. While less supportive (+3% net agreement) and more
unsure (12% don’t know), unaware contract holders nonetheless agree with the opportunity statement.
Residential non‐contract holders – a group that represents roughly 90% of the Ontario population – are
much less interested in this choice. In other words, the broadest consumer population group is more
likely to disagree with the statement “I like having the opportunity to enter into an electricity or natural
gas contract if I want one,” than agree with it (‐4% net agreement).


More educated residential contract holders want a choice than less educated ones (+74‐76% vs.
+61% net agreement).



Lower income residential contract holders are more likely to want the opportunity to choose
than those with higher incomes (<$60k: +73% net agreement; $60k‐100k: +55% net agreement).

Figure NR1: Consumer Choice

All three subsets of non‐residential contract holders like the opportunity to enter a contract as they see
fit. Again, more than eight‐in‐ten (83% agree; +74% net agreement) non‐residential current contract
holders agree with the statement “I like having the opportunity to enter into an electricity or natural gas
contract if I want one”.
Although the sample is quite small (n=33), it appears that former contract holders also want the
opportunity to choose a contract (+33% net agreement).
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While in the previous chart, net agreement (‐4%) is negative among residential non‐contract holders,
here nearly six‐in‐ten (58%) non‐residential non‐contract holders agree they would like to have the
opportunity to enter into a contract.

Figure R2: Consumer Satisfaction with Retail Contracts

Both electricity and natural gas residential consumers are quite satisfied with their current contracts.
Seven‐in‐ten (69%) current contract holders are satisfied and only a quarter (27%) are dissatisfied. Even
more, almost eight‐in‐ten (78%) current natural gas contract holders are satisfied with their contracts
and less than two‐in‐ten (18%) are dissatisfied.


When asked about their current electricity contract, women (46%) are slightly more satisfied
with the contract than men (36%). Lower income residential consumers are also more satisfied
than higher income residential consumers with their current electricity contract (<$60k: 44%;
$60k+ 32%).



Regarding natural gas contracts, women (64%) again are slightly more satisfied with their
contract than men (56%).
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Figure NR2: Consumer Satisfaction with Retail Contracts

Non‐residential current electricity and natural gas contract holders show similarly high levels of
satisfaction with their contracts. Just under eight‐in‐ten (78%) are satisfied with their current electricity
contract and only 15% are dissatisfied. Among current natural gas contract holders there is nearly an
identical breakdown (82% satisfied; 12% dissatisfied).
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Figure R3: Reasons for Entering into a Retail Contract

Current contract holders were then asked the following open‐ended question: “What was the primary
reason for entering into your current electricity/natural gas contract?”
For residential current electricity and natural gas contract holders, the primary motivation for signing
the contracts was to save money (51% electricity, 52% natural gas).
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Figure NR3: Reasons for Entering into a Retail Contract

Saving money is the primary concern in the open‐ended responses for both non‐residential current
electricity contract holders (71%) and natural gas contract holders (71%). Other financial reasons, such
as keeping the bills stable (9% electricity, 7% natural gas), avoiding time‐of‐use pricing (7% electricity)
and locking in before the rate increase (5% electricity, 14% natural gas) comprise the top mentions.
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Figure R4: Reasons for Entering into an Electricity Contract (Importance)

Consumers were read a prepared list of reasons for entering into an electricity contract, and asked to
rate them in terms of importance to them in making their decision.
For almost all (94%) of these 616 residential current contract holders, saving money is the most
important reason to enter an electricity contract.
Three other price‐related reasons are almost as important: keeping electricity bills stable from month to
month (87%), locking into a fixed price before a possible electricity rate increase (85%), and avoiding
time‐of‐use pricing (72%).
Environmental sustainability also factors in as a key reason; about two‐thirds (66%) think it is important
to ensure their electricity comes from an environmentally friendly source of energy.
The last cited reason where a majority of residential contract holders (51%) felt influence their decision
to enter an electricity contract was to avoid paying into the government regulated electricity system”
Most respondents did not feel the following two factors played an important role in influencing their
decision to enter into a retail electricity contract: had to enter into a contract to continue to receive
electricity or that they felt pressured to sign the contract.
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Figure NR4: Reasons for Entering into an Electricity Contract (Importance)

When asked the same importance‐ranking questions, non‐residential current electricity contract holders
surveyed also voiced cost as the main factor for signing a contract. The four most important reasons all
involve cost: saving money (97%); locking into a fixed price before a possible electricity rate increase
(86%); keeping electricity bills more stable from month to month (84%); and avoiding time‐of‐use pricing
(73%).
A majority of non‐residential electricity contract holders feel that avoiding paying the government
system (56%) and environmental sustainability (51%) are also important reasons to enter into an
electricity contract.
A majority of respondents felt the following two statement, “I thought the organization had to enter
into a contract to continue to receive electricity” and “I felt pressured to sign the contract”, were not
important reasons at all when deciding to enter into a retail electricity contract.
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Figure R5: Reasons for Entering into a Natural Gas Contract (Importance)

For residential current natural gas contract holders, saving money is also paramount. Nearly all (92%)
natural gas contract holders say saving money is an important reason for signing. The other two price‐
related reasons for signing – keeping natural gas bills more stable from month to month (87%) and
locking into a fixed price before a possible natural gas rate increase (86%) ‐ are both vital signing reasons
for consumers.
About two‐thirds (65%) felt that the reason “I thought I had to enter into a contract to continue to
receive natural gas” was not important to them. Furthermore, 70% of natural gas contract holders did
not “feel pressure to sign a contract” when it came to entering a natural gas contract.
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Figure NR5: Reasons for Entering into a Natural Gas Contract (Importance)

A large majority of non‐residential current natural gas contract holders (95%) think saving money is an
important reason to sign.
Again few respondents believe the fact that they felt their organization needed to enter into a contract
(66% not important) and pressure to sign the contract (82% not important) played an important role in
deciding to enter into a natural gas contract.
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Figure R6: Saving Money under Retail Contracts

A majority of current residential contract holders think they are saving money under their electricity or
natural gas contracts. Just over half (52% electricity, 53% natural gas) say they are saving money while
three‐in‐ten (30%) current electricity contract holders and about a quarter (26%) of current natural gas
contract holders say they are not saving money. Roughly two‐in‐ten (19% electricity, 22% natural gas)
don’t know the answer.


Looking at age, residents younger than 55 years are much more likely to think they are saving
money on their current electricity contract than residents aged 55 and older (18‐54: 59%; 55+:
46%).

ECPA Review: Consumer Consultation Report
Prepared by Innovative Research Group Inc.

Page 99
May 2015

Figure NR6: Saving Money under Retail Contracts

A majority of non‐residential contract holders think they are saving money under their current contract.
More than half (56%) of electricity contract holders and more than two‐thirds (68%) of natural gas
contract holders believe their organization is saving money under their current contracts. Only about
two‐in‐ten of these electricity (20%) and natural gas (18%) contract holders say they are not saving
money. About a quarter (24%) of electricity contract holders and 14% of natural gas contract holders
don’t know if they are saving.
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Figure R7: Perceived Savings Impact on Satisfaction

In analyzing the previous two questions –perceived savings by current contract holders, and satisfaction
with their current contract – one can observe the role savings plays in influencing consumer satisfaction.
In other words, if a consumer thinks they are saving money on their energy contract, will they also be
more satisfied with the one they entered into with their retailer? And conversely, if a consumer thinks
they are not saving any money on their contract, will they be more dissatisfied with their current
contract?
The answer to both of these questions appears to be “yes”.
Current residential electricity contract holders who think they are saving on their electricity contract are
much more likely to be satisfied with their contract (88%) than those who don’t know (67%) or think
they are not saving (36%) on their contract.
Similarly, almost all (97%) residential natural gas contract holders who think they are saving on their
natural gas contract are satisfied, compared with about three‐quarters (73%) who “don’t know” if they
are saving and just over four‐in‐ten (42%) who think they are not saving anything on their contract.
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Figure NR7: Perceived Savings Impact on Satisfaction

The same relationship holds when looking at non‐residential contract holders.
Nearly all (96% electricity, 97% natural gas) of current non‐residential contract holders who think they
are saving on their contract are satisfied with their current contract. Roughly seven‐in‐ten (68%
electricity, 73% natural gas) of non‐residential contract holders who “don’t know” if they are saving are
satisfied and less than four‐in‐ten (39% electricity, 37% natural gas) of those non‐residential contract
holders who do not think they are saving anything are satisfied with their contracts.
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Figure R8: Contract Bundling

Current contract holders were also asked if their most recent contracts included “bundling” defined as
“including another product or service – either for free or at some cost, such as a thermostat”.
About three‐quarters (74%) of current residential electricity contract holders and just under eight‐in‐ten
(79%) natural gas contract holders said their most recent contract did not include another product or
service. Around two‐in‐ten (22% electricity, 18% natural gas) residential contract holders entered into a
bundled contract.


Residential contract holders who bought both electricity and natural gas contracts are much
more likely to have a bundled contract than those who bought electricity only (8% of
respondents with only an electricity have a bundled contract vs. 31% of respondents currently
with both an electricity and a natural gas contract).
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Figure NR8: Contract Bundling

Almost none of the non‐residential current contract holders had a bundled contract. 95% of current
electricity contract holders and 91% of current natural gas contract holders did not have another
product or service bundled with their contract.
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Figure R9: Former Contract Holder Satisfaction with Past Retail Contracts

When asked about how satisfied they were with their last contract, most residential former contract
holders were dissatisfied (electricity, 63% dissatisfaction; natural gas, 61% dissatisfied). Just three‐in‐ten
(29%) former residential electricity contract holders and a third (34%) of former residential natural gas
contract holders were satisfied with their last contract.

Recall: Due to the small sample size of former contract holders (n=33), findings from this segment of
non‐residential consumers have not been included in this report. This is on account of limited statistical
significance.
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Figure R10: Cancelled or Expired Contracts

When asked if they cancelled or did not renewed their last contract, residents were divided roughly
evenly. Of former residential electricity contract holders, over four‐in‐ten (43%) cancelled their contract
and less than half (47%) did not renew their contract. Likewise, less than four‐in‐ten (37%) former
residential natural gas contract holders cancelled and half (51%) did not renew their contract.
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Figure R11: Reasons to Cancel Contracts

When asked their primary reason for cancelling the electricity contract, 47 electricity contract holders
and 37 natural gas contract holders responded.
For both types of former contract holders, high cost was the main concern (38% electricity, 59% natural
gas).
Other key reasons mentioned include “changed residence” (15% electricity, 5% natural gas),
“dishonesty” (13% electricity, 8% natural gas), and “no savings” (11% electricity, 3% natural gas).
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Figure R12: Reasons why Contracts are Not Renewed

When asked their main reason for not renewing their contract, 51 electricity contract holders and 51
natural gas contract holders answered.
For both types of former contract holders, again high cost was the main concern (32% electricity, 55%
natural gas).
Other key reasons mentioned include “unsatisfied with contract” (11% electricity, 5% natural gas), “no
savings” (9% electricity), “generally unsatisfied” (9% electricity, 2% natural gas), and “changed provider”
(6% electricity, 10% natural gas).
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Consumer Sales Experience
This next section focuses on consumer sales experience with energy retailers, starting with the initial
sales approach and moving to other topics such as sales practices, proper identification and the
disclosure statement.

‐

Consumer engagement with energy retailer

One quarter (26%) of residential non‐contract holders have been approached by an energy retailer in
the 12 months prior. Energy retailers are far more likely to approach consumers than for consumers to
seek out retailers.

‐

Retailer sales experience

A large minority of consumers express concerns with the current sales approach. Half (49%) of non‐
contract holders had a worse experience with the energy retailer who approached them than with
salespeople in other industries. Respondents believe that for between 5% and 10% of all visits, sales
agents present as utility or government agency representatives. Regarding proper identification during a
sales call, it appears that the badge requirement is being respected more than the business card
requirement. And in terms of information requirements, fewer respondents ‐ even among contract
holders ‐ recall receiving a Disclosure Statement than the Price Comparison form.
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Figure R13: Consumer Engagement with Energy Retailers

The first consumer engagement question asks if the respondents are current contract holders, whether
they have ever been approached by an energy retailer while they were under contract; if the
respondents are former contract holders, they were asked if they have been approached by an energy
retailer since their last contract ended.
Half (50%) of unaware contract holders and just less than six‐in‐ten (58%) non‐contract holders have
been approached by a retailer or sought one out while they were under contract.
As for former contract holders, just over four‐in‐ten (42%) have been approached by an energy retailer
or have sought out a retailer since their previous contract ended.
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Figure NR13: Consumer Engagement with Energy Retailers

A small majority (52%) of non‐residential non‐contract holders have been approached by a retailer or
sought one out.
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Figure R14: Seeking Out Retail Contracts

It appears that very few consumers seek out retail energy contracts. Looking at the breakdown of
residential consumers currently under contract, less than a quarter (23%) of consumers sought out
energy retailers to enter into their contract. Three‐in‐four (74%) of those current contract holders were
approached by an energy retailer.
Almost no one in the other subgroups sought out a contract; the retailers found them. Among
residential consumers who have been approached or sought out an energy contract, 2% of former
contract holders and 1% of unaware contract holders and non‐contract holders sought out energy
retailers.

ECPA Review: Consumer Consultation Report
Prepared by Innovative Research Group Inc.

Page 112
May 2015

Figure NR14: Seeking Out Retail Contracts

The same holds for non‐residential consumers: retailers are approaching them..
Among non‐residential consumers currently under contract, two‐thirds (66%) were approached by an
energy retailer while just a quarter (24%) sought a retailer out. Almost all (96%) of the non‐residential
non‐contract holders were approached by a energy retailer as well.
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Figure R15: Most Recent Sales Approach

Among residential respondents who have been engaged by an energy retailer in the past, 75% of former
contract holders, 58% of unaware contract holders and 45% of non‐contract holders have been
approached in the 12 months prior.
Overall, this equates to about a quarter (26%) of all residential non‐contract holder respondents being
approached by an energy retailer in the 12 months prior. Roughly two‐in‐ten (19%) unaware contract
holder respondents and 13% of former contract holder respondents have been approached in the 12
month prior by an energy retailer.
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Figure NR15: Most Recent Sales Approach

Over half (52%) of non‐residential respondents who had been approached by an energy retail were
engaged in the 12 month prior. Overall, this equates to about a quarter (26%) of all non‐residential non‐
contract holders having been approached by an energy retailer in the 12 month prior.
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Figure R16: Sales Approach – Electricity vs. Natural Gas Contracts

Of those residential non‐contract holders who have been approached by an energy retailer, nearly half
(47%) were approached to purchase natural gas only and more than two‐in‐ten (22%) just for electricity.
About two‐in‐ten (19%) residential non‐contract holders were approached to buy both electricity and
natural gas.
Former and unaware contract holders were a bit more likely to have been approached to purchase both
electricity and natural gas. Four‐in‐ten (39%) unaware contract holders who were approached by an
energy retailer were offered both electricity and natural gas, whereas nearly half (44%) of former
contract holders were offered both.
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Figure NR16: Sales Approach – Electricity vs. Natural Gas Contracts

Among non‐residential non‐contract holders approached by an energy retailer, a plurality (38%) were
offered both electricity and natural gas. Nearly four‐in‐ten (36%) non‐residential non‐contract holders
were offered electricity only and less than two‐in‐ten (18%) were just offered natural gas.
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Figure R17: Relative Sales Experience with Energy Retailers

A large minority of respondents express concerns with the current sales approach.
Half (49%) of non‐contract holders had a worse experience with the energy retailer who approached
them than their experience with other salespeople; a third (33%) said it was “pretty typical” compared
to other salespeople; and just three percent said it was a better experience than with other retailers.
A large minority of former and unaware contract holders also had a worse experience with energy
retailers than with other types of salespeople. There is a roughly four‐in‐ten even split between a
“pretty typical” experience (44% former, 43% unaware) and a “worse” experience (42% former, 38%
unaware) compared to other industries.
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Figure NR17: Relative Sales Experience with Energy Retailers

A third of non‐residential non‐contract holders had a relatively negative perception of their experience
with energy retailers. On the other hand, nearly six‐in‐ten (57%) of non‐residential respondents had a
“pretty typical” experience with energy retailers.
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Figure R18: Cited Reasons for Negative Sales Experience with Energy Retailers

Key concerns among residential consumers who had a negative sales experience with energy retailers
include aggressive sales practices, perceived dishonesty and insufficient information.
The number one reason why residential consumers across all sub‐groups had a worse experience was
“aggressive sales tactics” (41% former, 29% unaware, 44% non‐contract). Other top mentions include
“dishonesty/mistrust” (33% former, 23% unaware, 20% non‐contract) and “insufficient/unclear info”
(15% former, 25% unaware, 11% non‐contract).
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Figure NR18: Cited Reasons for Negative Sales Experience with Energy Retailers

The 31 non‐residential non‐contract holder respondents who had a negative sales experience with
energy retailers cite “aggressive sales tactics” (52%) as their top reason for the negative sales
experience. Other mentions include “deception” (13%), “generally bad experience with the company”
(10%), “given unclear information” (10%) and “high cost” (7%).
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Figure R19: Direct Interaction with Energy Retailers

At least half (55% former, 69% unaware, and 47% non‐contract) of residential consumers approached
said they listened to “some or all of the offer” with unaware contract holders the most likely to do so.
Roughly half of residential non‐contract (53%) and former contract (44%) holders and a quarter (25%) of
unaware contract holders “ended the conversation immediately”.
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Figure NR19: Direct Interaction with Energy Retailers

Among non‐residential non‐contract holder respondents who were approached, about half (49%)
listened to “some or all of the offer” and just under half (47%) “ended the conversation immediately”.
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Figure R20: Direct Sales Approaches Used by Energy Retailers

Almost all residential respondents were contacted through door‐to‐door sales (78% current, 86%
former, 87% unaware, 94% non‐contract). A small percentage was contacted by telephone (6% current,
11% former, 5% unaware, 3% non‐contract) or through family and friends (10% current, 0%former, 3%
unaware, 2% non‐contract).
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Figure NR20: Direct Sales Approaches Used by Energy Retailers

Among non‐residential respondents who were approached by a salesperson and listened to the offer,
most were approached in person at their place of work (63% current, 67% non‐contract).
For non‐residential current contract holders, 14% were approached “over the phone”, 16% “through a
friend or family member” and just 2% “by email”.
Over two‐in‐ten (21%) non‐residential non‐contract holders were approached over the phone and
almost none by friend or family (3%) or by email (2%).
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Figure R21: Purpose of Door‐to‐Door Solicitation

Residential respondents believe that for between 5% and 9% of all visits, energy retailer sales agents
misrepresent themselves as utility or government agency representatives.
A plurality of residential respondents understood the purpose of the visit was to sign a contract (38%
current, 42% former, 36% unaware, 58% non‐contract). Yet a number of residential respondents believe
the door‐to‐door sales agents presented themselves as utility or government agency representatives
(5% current, 6% former, 6% unaware, 9% non‐contract).
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Figure NR21: Purpose of Door‐to‐Door Solicitation

Roughly 5‐11% of non‐residential respondents approached at work thought the salespeople were from a
utility or the government (11% current contract holders, utility and government/OEB; 5% non‐contract
holders, utility only).
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Figure R22: Door‐to‐Door Sales Practices

On identification it appears that the badge requirement is being respected more than the business card
requirement.
Contract holders recall more salespeople showing an ID badge with their name and photo (79‐86% recall
“definitely” or “probably”) than any salespeople providing a business card that clearly identified their
company (55‐76%).
As for the information they received, fewer residential respondents recall receiving a Disclosure
Statement (contract: 54‐70%) than the Price Comparison form (72‐82%).
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Figure NR22: Door‐to‐Door Sales Practices

Non‐residential respondents recall salespeople providing a business card more often than a badge (94%
business card vs. 77% badge among current contract holders). And, according to their recollection,
respondents were provided Price Comparison forms (88% current) more often than Disclosure
Statements (84% current).
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Figure R23: Disclosure Statement Recall

Of those who recall being presented a Disclosure Statement, more than six‐in‐ten (62%) residential
respondents who currently have energy contracts “definitely” read the Disclosure Statement provided
to them while 12% definitely did not read it.
Between 38‐58% of the other types of residential contract holders read the Disclosure Statement
provided.
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Figure NR23: Disclosure Statement Recall

A majority (57%) of non‐residential contract holders and 40% of non‐contract holders definitely read the
Disclosure Statement.
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Figure R24: Usefulness of Disclosure Statement

A majority of residential respondents found that reading the Disclosure Statement was “useful” in
helping them make their decision.
Approximately three‐quarters (76%) of current residential contract holder respondents rated the
Disclosure Statement as “very useful” or “somewhat useful” in helping them make a decision to enter
into a contract.
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Figure NR24: Usefulness of Disclosure Statement

A majority of both current (83%) and non‐contract (64%) non‐residential respondents found the
Disclosure Statement “useful” in helping make a decision about entering into an energy contract.
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Protecting More Vulnerable Consumers
Consumer Protection Challenges
In reviewing the literature and talking with industry experts, five specific consumer protection issues
have been identified. These risks are generally common to all retail markets, and are not necessarily
unique to Ontario’s retail energy markets. A full description of the following challenges and
vulnerabilities can be found in the Literature Review section of this report.
1. Difficulty in comparing products
2. Contracts can be hard to understand
3. Being locked into a contract
4. Good information can be hard to find
5. Unfair or fraudulent practices
Some consumers can be more vulnerable to one or more of the above risks than others. According to
the literature, the following factors increase consumer vulnerability:
1. Language barriers
2. Economic vulnerabilities
3. Cognitive impairments, intellectual disabilities or mental health issues

The following six areas are tested in the survey below:
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Non‐contract holders are the lowest risk group among residential consumers.


They are less economically vulnerable: non‐contract holders are more affluent, with a third
(33%) who make over $100k, and are less financially impacted by their energy bill.



On cognitive assessment, they rate themselves more highly than other groups as “thinkers”.
Non‐contract holders are also the most educated: four‐in‐ten (40%) have a university degree.



A majority (61%) of non‐contract holders say they are financially literate and a strong minority
(43%) feel they are familiar with the energy market.



The potential problem area for non‐contract holders is with the contracts themselves: this group
is fairly confident with their knowledge of energy contracts, but not as familiar with them as
current contract holders (51% vs. 65% current).

Figure R25: Language Barriers

Unaware contract holders (83%) are a bit less likely to say they have “no problems reading and writing
English”. Almost all of current (90%), former (90%) and non‐contract (95%) holders have “no problems”
with English language reading and writing.
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Figure NR25: Language Barriers

As for non‐residential respondents, former contract holders (85%) are the least likely to have “no
problems” with English communication. Nearly all (93‐94%) of current non‐residential contract holders
and non‐contract holders say English reading and writing is not an issue.
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Figure R26: Economic Vulnerabilities
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While anecdotal evidence from the previous qualitative research phases of the consumer consultation
suggested that energy retailers were targeting low‐income consumers with bundled offers, there is no
evidence from the quantitative research to suggest that this is occurring.
Current contract holders were asked if their most recent contracts included “bundling” defined as
including another product or service – either for free or at some cost (e.g. free water tank, thermostat
or pre‐paid gift cards used as incentives to enter into a contract). Over a quarter (27%) of residential
contract holders entered into some form of a bundled electricity or natural gas contract.
The proportion of bundled contract holders with a household income of less than $40k (28%), $40k to
$100k (30%), and those making over $100k (25%) is relatively consistent. If energy retailers are using
bundled contracts as a tool to pursue low‐income consumers, one would expect a much larger
difference in these proportions.To determine economic vulnerability, respondents were asked whether
or not their electricity bill has a major impact on their finances that required them to do without other
major priorities. Current contract holders are the most economically vulnerable group among residential
consumers: nearly seven‐in‐ten (68%) expressed that the cost of their energy bills have a major impact
on their finances, a third (34%) of which make less than $40,000 a year. Non‐contract holders are more
affluent (23% <$40k) and energy bills have a less significant impact on their household finances (42%
agree).
The proportion of bundled contract holders whose energy bills has as major impact on their household
finances (28%) and those who do not feel the pinch (25%) is similar. Again, if energy retailers were
targeting financially struggling consumers, one would expect the proportion of those whose electricity
bills have a major impact to be significantly larger than those who are not impacted as much by their
energy bills.
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Figure NR26: Economic Vulnerabilities

Among non‐residential respondents, non‐contract holders are less likely than current contract holders
to feel the impact of energy bills on their organization’s bottom line. About half (51%) of non‐contract
holders say energy bills impact their bottom‐line, while three‐in‐four (76%) current contract holders feel
the same.
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Figure R27: Cognitive Assessment Index
Respondents were asked to agree or disagree with two statements: “thinking is not my idea of fun” and
“the notion of thinking abstractly is appealing to me”. Respondent answers to these questions were
used to calculate a cognitive assessment index. The direction of the first statement is reversed so that
the higher a respondent scores the greater their assessed cognitive ability. The scores are re‐scaled from
0 to 100.

Contract holders‐ both current (+60) and unaware (+58) – scored lower than the other groups, and are
thus deemed more vulnerable to deceptive or confusing sales tactics.
Non‐contract holders (+65) and former contract holders (+62) show slightly elevated scores on cognitive
abilities and are likely less vulnerable to such practices.
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Figure NR27: Cognitive Assessment Index

Similarly, among non‐residential consumers, current contract holders (+66 vs. +70‐71) assess themselves
the lowest on cognitive ability, which suggests they could be more vulnerable in dealing with
misrepresentation at the door.
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Figure R28: Education Levels

Non‐contract holders are the most educated residential consumers: four‐in‐ten (40%) have graduated
from university. In comparison, less than three‐in‐ten (28%) current contract holders and roughly two‐
in‐ten unaware (21%) and former (18%) contract holders have completed a university degree.

ECPA Review: Consumer Consultation Report
Prepared by Innovative Research Group Inc.

Page 142
May 2015

Figure R29: Domain Knowledge

Residential non‐contract holders have a significant financial knowledge advantage on everyone else. Six‐
in‐ten (61%) non‐contract holders are the most familiar with financial information such as financial
statements or the way the stock market works compared with half of current (51%) and former (48%)
contract holders and less than four‐in‐ten (37%) of the unaware contract holders.
The gap narrows on energy literacy: just over four‐in‐ten (43%) non‐contract holders are familiar with
the way Ontario’s electricity and natural gas market work. Current contract holders (41%) show slightly
less literacy on energy issues and former (32%) and unaware (30%) contract holders are the least
knowledgeable on this topic.
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Figure NR29: Domain Knowledge

Current non‐residential contract holders are actually the most aware group on energy markets: half
(51%) say they are familiar while less than four‐in‐ten (36%) non‐contract holders say they are familiar.
As for financial information, there is no statistically significant difference in financial knowledge between
respondents who are current, former and non‐contract holder.
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Figure R30: Contract Confidence Index

In order to summarize overall confidence with contracts, we have created a contract confidence index.
The index is equal to the sum of a respondent’s answers to all of the contract confidence questions, and
then re‐scaled from 0 to 100.
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Residential current (+68) contract holders show the greatest amount of confidence in their
understanding of contracts. Former (+67) contract holders also show a greater confidence in their
contract acumen. Non‐contract holders (+65) are a bit less confident in their knowledge of contracts and
unaware contract holders (+54) are by far the least confident.
Current contract holders with more education are much more likely to be confident in their
understanding of contracts (52% high confidence, university graduate; 31‐40% high confidence, some
college or less).
Current contract holders who have both electricity and natural gas contracts are the most confident in
their understanding of contracts (46% high confidence among those with both types of contract; 31%
high confidence among those with electricity contracts only).
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Figure NR30: Contract Confidence Index

The index is equal to the sum of a respondent’s answers to all of the contract confidence questions, and
then re‐scaled from 0 to 100.
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With the understanding that these results are not statistically significant, non‐residential current
contract holders (+71) show a bit more confidence with their contracts compared to former (+67) and
non‐contract holders (+68).

Figure R31: Familiarity with Energy Contracts

Turning back to energy contracts, familiarity is highest among former (67%) and current (65%) contract
holders. Half (51%) of non‐contract holders are familiar and just over a third (35%) of unaware contract
holders voice familiarity with energy contracts.
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Figure NR31: Familiarity with Energy Contracts

Non‐residential contract holders are much more familiar than non‐contract holders with the details of
energy contracts (76% current, 78% former vs. 49% non‐contract).
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