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Household Energy Decision-making and
Electricity Prices

 This project that was undertaken by the QUT Business School, CitySmart, and the University of the Sunshine
Coast, and funded by Energy Consumers Australia, Energex, Endeavour Energy, Essen al Energy, Western
Power, TasNetworks, Ausgrid and Ergon Energy.

 A total of 45 households and 118 people took part in the research interviews, which covered loca ons across
Queensland, New South Wales, Western Australia and Tasmania. The data from these interviews were de‐
iden fied, collated, reviewed and analysed by a team of QUT and USC researchers.

 This summary outlines the key insights we gained from the qualita ve phase of this study.

Background

the best way to provide this informa on in order to
cater to the individual needs of diﬀerent households
was unclear.

Changes in the Australian Energy Market




Australians have always been aware of the importance
of using electricity wisely. However, during peak mes
supply and demand may not be balanced. For
example, many people use electricity when arriving
home from work and cooking dinner, but fewer
people use it during the day. Anyone who has used a
bus at 5pm one day and 1pm the next day knows how
diﬀerent demand can be at diﬀerent mes of day (and
has probably wished that demand would be more
even!).
Electricity providers are looking for ways to provide a
be er balance in supply and demand for customers so
that they can ensure a safe and con nuous supply of
electricity. One method of doing this is to introduce a
form of dynamic pricing called Time‐of‐Use (ToU)
pricing, which means consumers pay more for
electricity at busy mes, and less during quieter mes.
This means that consumers will need to have the
informa on required to make informed choices about
how they use electricity.

A Complex Market




The Australian energy market can be complex, leading
consumers to find it diﬃcult to access and understand
informa on about prices. With pricing models
changing in Australia, it needs to be easy for
consumers to make informed and appropriate
decisions about their own use of electricity.
While it was clear that consumers would need more
informa on to make these educated decisions,

Time to Learn More


This project was therefore created in order to explore
the needs and unique characteris cs of diﬀerent
households, as well as asking them how they would
like to receive informa on, and what type of assistance
would suit them best. From this understanding, the
study generated insights and also created five dis nct
types of household, called personas. These findings will
oﬀer support to policy development and consumer
educa on programs in the Australian market.

The Next Stage


Taking on board the findings from the interviews,
the researchers have conducted and are now
analysing the results of a na onal survey. This
survey will help apply the interview findings more
broadly, and provide addi onal insights to ensure
a stronger understanding of what diﬀerent
households need and prefer when it comes to
making informed decisions about their electricity
use behaviour.

Insights

Size of the Study
45 households par cipated

118 individuals par cipated

33 households were from
metro areas

90 were adults

12 households were from
rural areas

28 were children

Demographics
 The average age for adults (76% of sample) was 44
years, the average age for children (23% of sample) was
10 years.
 Gender was balanced with 60 females and 57 males.
 On average, each household contained 3 members.

The language of electricity is not consumerfriendly
The language used to talk about electricity was not
perceived as accessible and meaningful for all. Across all
types of household decisions, the common element is
o en the language of money not terms such as tariﬀs. A
large part of how people make decisions hinges on the
dollar amount—and this is the same across diﬀerent
types of purchases: holidays, fridges, and electricity bills.
Language like ‘kilowa hours (KwH)’ and ‘tariﬀs’ may just
add to the complexity of electricity and decrease
consumer engagement. Consumers indicated a strong
preference for communica on in their own language,
and in a format relevant to their immediate needs.
Households have a style of decision-making




A wide range of incomes and occupa ons were
represented with $78,000 median income, and median
highest‐educa on level was school‐level (45%).
The majority of par cipants lived in their own home
that they owned/under mortgage.
Household types varied from single‐person to
sharehouses (see below), however, the majority of
par cipants were from a family home that was shared

Awareness of tariff reform is low
At this stage, most people are not familiar with the
concept of tariﬀ reform and are largely unaware of the
diﬀerent electricity pricing plans that are available, or
that may become available in the future. Specifically
households could not accurately state the cheapest me
of day/day of the week to use electricity. It is unclear to
electricity consumers whether tariﬀ reform will reduce
their bills.

“



While the research did reveal expected diﬀerences
between low and high involvement purchases, all
households revealed a tendency to make decisions the
same way regardless of the nature of the purchase. So
the same decision‐making style was applied to electricity
as for selec ng a mobile phone plan or even a house.

Time of Use pricing is preferred
Time of Use pricing is o en perceived less nega vely
than tariﬀ reform in general, because it provides
concrete details that enhance understanding. In
par cular. Time of use pricing can be understood in the
context of familiar pricing scenarios, such as for airline
or movie ckets.

Households care about the bill amount, not
electricity itself
The majority of households iden fied that electricity is
not top‐of‐mind, and is only thought of when the bill
arrives. For some households, electricity is considered
even less o en, owing to direct‐debit and automated
payment approaches.

Changes to electricity prices need to show
strong value for customers, but priorities differ
Most people tend to see ’tariﬀ reform’ as an industry‐led
ini a ve and not a customer‐led one. Therefore it is likely
that customers will perceive this changes as a nega ve
one, and as something that is likely to cost them money,
convenience, or comfort. Communica on from the
industry needs to centre around the customer and how
tariﬀ reform is solving one of their problems, not the
industry’s problems. This may be achieved through the
posi ve associa ons that customers themselves have
iden fied: the poten al for lower bills/increased value for
money, the chance for increased control, and greater
visibility.

Most households are happy to receive assistance
with learning about electricity prices.

“




The majority of households (47%) selected the
gamifica on op on – an augmented reality app –as
their preferred op on for engaging with electricity price
changes. O en the reason for this was because it was
accessible, instant, or a great learning op on for
households with teenagers and children.



The track and monitor op on (a smart meter and
associated app) also proved popular (31%), with
households again desiring the instantaneous
engagement with their own behaviours.
Face to face op ons held less popularity (13%), with
households o en indica ng that this type of assistance
was already oﬀered through energy audits and similar
services.



The majority of households that chose a type of
technological assistance picked the interac ve op on
(51%), with proac ve technology and reac ve
technology op ons both coming in at 22%
respec vely.

Low Tech

Interactive Tech

Proactive Tech

None of the options

Reasons given for this preference were: households
wanted assistance, but didn’t want to be controlled –
and they wanted more than the ps already oﬀered
on energy related websites.

Face to Face

Track and Monitor

Gamification App

None of the options

“



Households like the option of having fun and being
able to track their own usage

Personas
As a result of the research, five household personas were
developed. Personas are a way of understanding the
characteris cs of certain types of household, almost like a
‘household personality’ when it comes to electricity use.
While not representa ve of everyone, most households will
see some of their traits represented here.

In my household we work together for common
goals. We know what we are doing. When something
new comes along we want an expert to assist us in
making sure it is right. Technology needs to fit in
with our way of doing things.

In my household we take turns in leading the decision
‐making. We have household rules to help us work
together. We wait for a problem to occur before
making changes because we are busy. We rely on
technology to do things for
us.
In my household we each have expert roles in finding
informa on to make household decisions. One
person tends to be in charge. We like things to run
smoothly and like to use technology we trust
and can control.

In my household we don’t have a lot of rules, we
share decision‐making and everyone gets a say. We
like technology to be fun as well as eﬃcient. We
prefer technology that assists us to manage our
household.

We are grateful for your input into this project. The findings
will be used in assist the energy market to innovate in their
delivery of electricity prices. The research will also be
published in academic ar cles to build the body of
knowledge in this area and as part of teaching resources.
Please feel free to contact us if you would like further
informa on.
Professor Rebekah Russell‐Benne
Rebekah.benne @qut.edu.au

In my household we are all independent and we like
to figure things out for ourselves. We ac vely seek
informa on before a problem arises, and we trust
technology to do things for us.

