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This is a special Executive Insight Report based on the J.D. Power  
2018 – Q1 2021 Electric Utility Residential Customer Satisfaction 
Studies,SM and the 2010 and 2014 Canadian Electric Residential 
Customer Satisfaction Studies,SM. These studies focus on 
understanding the key areas that drive customer satisfaction within  
the electric utility industry.

For this report, J.D. Power analyzed the feedback from more than 
380,000 electric residential customers who are serviced by electric 
utilities across the US and Canada; and more specifically, over 27,000 
residential customers in California.

Time-of-Use (ToU) rates are in most cases optional across North 
America. A few locations have implemented, or are implementing, 
mandatory default ToU rates. Ontario, Canada, was the first major 
location to make ToU rates the default, currently California is making 
this change, and elsewhere other utilities and states such as Missouri 
are actively planning a migration to mandatory ToU rates.

ToU rates are designed to shift demand away from peak hours, often 
at times when energy is most carbon intensive. They support the 
migration to clean energy and also support increasing electrification; 
especially for electric vehicles.

This whitepaper:
• focuses on the introduction of mandatory ToU rates

• shares insights from brands that have made the switch. This includes 
lessons learned when the transition did not go smoothly, as well as 
lessons when the transition was successful

• reveals insights for brands planning broader adoption of ToU

• reveals how customers have responded and where to focus attention  
to achieve a smooth transition

Please feel free to contact the J.D. Power Utility Intelligence team with  
any questions.

Carl Lepper
Managing Director 
Utilities Intelligence

carl.lepper@jdpa.com 
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Time of Use (ToU) is part of 
California’s action plan to reduce  
energy use when costs are high 
and  usually not from clean  
energy sources

TIME OF USE RATES IN CALIFORNIA
California’s Distributed Energy Resources (DER) 
plan is designed to help reduce emissions by set 
percentages compared to 1990.

As part of the process, smart meters were required 
for all residential customers. In addition, pilot 
programs began in 2016 to test the process and 
pricing structure. 

As of April 2021, both SMUD and SDG&E have 
rolled out their programs. SCE and PG&E started 
their transition in October 2020.

The California Public Utility Commission (CPUC) 
has mandated that all CA investor-owned 
utilities adopt the new ToU rate structure. These 
utilities include PG&E, SDG&E, SCE and Bear 
Valley Electric Service. In addition, PacifiCorp 
and Liberty Utilities who are headquartered 
outside of CA will offer ToU to their CA 
customers.  

SMUD is a public electric utility but has also be 
implemented ToU rates even though they were 
not mandated.

Part of the plan includes a restructuring of the 
rates charged to Californians to encourage 
customers to change their behaviors and 
to reduce the peak energy demand.

Example Time of Use (ToU) Rate Structure

SMUD’s and California’s IOU Service Areas

Source: California Energy Commission
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ESTABLISHED TIME OF USE (ToU) 
INSIGHTS

As ToU rates became standard, many customers 
still reported that they were on a “standard” rate 
(42% in Ontario, and 54% in California); this is 
despite having the option of stating they were on 
the new ToU rate.

On average, customers aware they were migrated 
to ToU have the lowest level of satisfaction; 
whereas customers that selected ToU as an 
option have the highest satisfaction.

The challenge for utilities is to address any 
dissatisfaction associated with a mandated ToU 
rate, and ideally to realize the higher levels of 
satisfaction associated with ToU when it is an 
optional rate plan.

After it was introduced in Ontario, peak load 
reduced with modest differences between 
peak and non-peak times.  However, this 
came at the cost of dissatisfying the 4 
million customers in the province. The gap 
of satisfaction between those on a ToU rate 
and those still on a general rate plan was 
70 Price index point in 2014. The equivalent 
gap in 2010 was only 1 index point.

Customers who actively 
select a ToU* rate plan  
are more satisfied

Ontario Province 
Price Satisfaction Index

Source: J.D. Power 2010 and 2014 Canadian Electric Residential StudiesSM

Switched Rate Plan–California Only 
Price Satisfaction Index

In California, ToU rates were piloted in 2016 
to test various aspects of communication, 
participation, response and savings. Starting 
in the summer of 2018 J.D. Power began 
asking respondents if they are currently 
on the program and if it was an option or 
mandatory. 

Customers that have chosen to be on a ToU 
rate plan are more satisfied than customers 
that did not choose to switch and now report 
they are on the new mandated ToU plan.

20142010

575

505
484 485

42% 49%73% 12%

Standard/general rate plan

Time-of-day/ToU rates

Ontario began mandatory  
Time-of use rates during 2011-2012

*Time of Use rates are also referred to as Time of Day (ToD) rates.
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The two brands that have 
implemented ToU rates 
have seen improvements 
in their brand’s image 
around affordability

AFFORDABILITY INSIGHTS

Customers were asked about their monthly electric bill. The 
average electric bill for SMUD and SDG&E is very similar. 
While both brands showed an improvement in the affordability 
of their power, SMUD secured the highest improvement and 
overall affordability score.

SMUD has always been considered affordable, but that 
perception appears to be growing as the new rates take hold 
and households learn new patterns methods for saving money.

SDG&E has the opposite starting point; the company has been 
considered expensive, but that has begun to change since the 
new rates have taken effect. Overall sentiment has improved 
but not all customers report improvements in satisfaction with 
the ToU rate.

“They need to make the time-of-day pricing scheme  
optional rather than force everyone into the plan”

“I appreciate their reasonable rates. I have benefited from 
the change in rates per time of day...”

“Better than others in the area - time of day rates are  
high though”

“While the rates are good, I don’t like being forced into  
the time-of-day scheme”

“The new increased rate for electric use from 4 to 9 PM 
has raised our bill significantly even though we do much 
to conserve.”

“Lose the time of day usage”

“I really like being advised of the lower-rate time periods  
to use larger appliances - this helps me save energy.”

“I have no choice in provider, and I don’t like their bill by 
time of day plan because my costs increased.”
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REPORTED MONTHLY BILLS INITIALLY 
INCREASE AFTER ToU IS INTRODUCED

As illustrated the reported bill amount for ToU or Standard 
rate plans is usually close to each other. Before the rollout, 
ToU was an optional rate plan, then it moved into a new 
standard for all customers.

When the rollout of the new rates started, there was a 
spike in average monthly bills. This is the period when 
customers incurred, most likely unexpected, higher costs 
due to the new ToU rate structure.

On average, the higher bill awareness triggered customer 
who haven’t paid attention to respond to new ToU bill 
approach and change behaviors.

The adjustment period 
for customers to adjust 
to the new mandatory 
ToU rates is six months
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Customers who actively select 
a ToU rate plan are more 
satisfied than customers 
placed into a utility’s default 
ToU plan

IMPACT ON SATISFACTION
Results show that default rates are less satisfying 
than rates customers have chosen. 

When rates were introduced both SDG&E and 
SMUD secured an increase in satisfaction 
associated with the new mandatory ToU rates.  
However, as the new ToU rate plan became the 
baseline customers stating they are on the new 
ToU rate or simply the standard rate are equally 
satisfied.

Both California utilities that have completed their 
ToU migration have avoided the sharp declines in 
satisfaction experienced by utilities in Ontario.
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LESSONS LEARNED

Six areas to focus on when implementing ToU are:

• Take the Offensive

• Listen to Customers

• Employee Education

• Mass Market Strategy

• Tools to Help

• Ways to Save

Take the Offensive
Present and deliver benefits  

in a pro-active approach, 
continually informing 
customers on things 

they can do

EDUCATE &    INFORM

Listen to Customers 
Create a feedback loop from customers 
during rollout to find, troubleshoot and 

resolve issues in real time. Closely monitor 
results as they are released in the JD Power 

Residential Electric Customer Study

Employee Education
Campaign management will be 

required to educated  
all employees, mayors 

and associations

Mass Market Strategy
Communication strategy 
requirement for millions 

of customers

Tools to Help
Create self-servicing tools to 
help customers understand 

what just happened to their bill

Ways to Save
Products and services that 
customers can use to save 

elsewhere on their electric bill
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FOR MORE INFORMATION, PLEASE VISIT:
jdpower.com/business/industry/utilities

J.D. Power does not guarantee the accuracy, adequacy, or completeness of any information contained in this 
publication and is not responsible for any errors or omissions or for the results obtained from use of such 
information. Advertising claims cannot be based on information published in this publication. Reproduction of any 
material contained in this publication, including photocopying in part or in whole, is prohibited without the express 
written permission of J.D. Power. Any material quoted from this publication must be attributed to J.D. Power.
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