Smart timing:
making

time-of-use
tariffs work
for consumers

’

eeeeeeeeeeeee




Contents

Executive summary

How appealing are smart time-of-use tariffs?

What do time-of-use tariff users say about their experience?
It can be difficult for consumers to choose a time-of-use tariff for the first
time.
Monitoring a time-of-use tariff once it's set up can require a greater level

of engagement than consumers may be used to with standard tariffs.

The absence of tools to help consumers make choices makes this even
harder.
For some groups, these challenges will act as a barrier to entry.
To make time-of-use tariffs attractive to a wider group of consumers, we need
action from the government and the regulator




Executive summary

As our energy system moves away from fossil fuels towards a cleaner, more
electrified future, the energy retail market is set to offer new choices for
households. Smart time-of-use tariffs - where the price of electricity varies
depending on when it's used - are likely to become more common.

This research looks at modern smart time-of-use tariffs, as opposed to legacy
time-of-use tariffs such as Economy 7 or 10. From this point on, when we use
the term ‘time-of-use tariff we mean modern time-of-use tariffs only. We
published research on legacy time-of-use tariffs in 2018.

These new products offer opportunities for consumers to lower their energy
bills, but they will also play an important role in bringing down essential costs for
all consumers. The government has clearly signalled they see significant take-up
of consumer-led flexibility - enabled by time-of-use tariffs and other products
and services - as crucial to reaching net zero and bringing down energy bills.
National Energy System Operator modelling predicts we could see an eight-fold
increase in the level of flexibility in the system between 2024 and 2050, with the
government estimating this could deliver up to £70 billion in savings on system
costs by 2050'.

At the same time, Ofgem is considering the possible role of time-of-use pricing
as part of its reviews of the price cap and cost allocation and recovery, which
considers how system costs are shared between different groups of consumers?.
As the regulatory and policy landscape evolves to enable a more flexible energy
market, policymakers must take account of the experiences of early adopters
and attitudes of consumers more generally towards time-of-use tariffs.

Today, only 2.3% of households have a modern time-of-use tariff, though this

' Department for Energy Security and Net Zero, Clean flexibility roadmap, July 2025; Department

for Energy Security and Net Zero, Households given more freedom and choice with more ways to
cut energy bills, July 2025
2 Ofgem, Energy system cost allocation and recovery review, July 2025


https://www.ofgem.gov.uk/call-for-input/energy-system-cost-allocation-and-recovery-review
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/clean-flexibility-roadmap
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/households-given-freedom-and-choice-with-more-ways-to-cut-energy-bills?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/households-given-freedom-and-choice-with-more-ways-to-cut-energy-bills?utm_source=chatgpt.com

number is expected to rise as more households adopt low carbon technology
and market reforms take place’. This report, based on research commissioned
by Citizens Advice, explores the experiences of these early adopters and
implications for the wider consumer market.

We found that these tariffs require increased engagement from consumers
at key points in the consumer journey, from choosing a tariff to monitoring
their usage. Time-of-use tariff users highlighted challenges in choosing their
tariff, because it can be more difficult to make meaningful comparisons between
tariffs with time-of-use pricing structures, and there are more factors that have
to be considered compared to standard tariffs. Monitoring a time-of-use tariff
once it is set up can also require a greater level of engagement than consumers
may be used to.

The absence of tools to help consumers make choices makes this even harder.
For some consumers, these challenges will act as a barrier to entry. That's why
we need early action from Ofgem and the government.

Recommendations

1. Consumers need to trust that energy products and services will lead to
positive outcomes - and they won't engage if they don't think the market
is working for them. That's why we've been calling for the introduction of
a Consumer Duty in the supply licence and new load control licence to
ensure services meet consumer needs.

2. It should be straightforward for consumers to compare time-of-use
tariffs. The government should put in place a smart data scheme,
allowing consumers to consent to data sharing between suppliers and
third party intermediaries, like price comparison websites. In the

? Ofgem, State of the energy market report: retail, April 2025


https://www.ofgem.gov.uk/publications/state-energy-market-report-retail

meantime, suppliers should share example bills for households with
different usage profiles to help consumers make informed decisions.

. Some consumers will need more support than others when engaging
with time-of-use tariffs. We're calling for the expansion of the
statutory advice service to ensure consumers have the right tools and
support to make informed choices. We're pleased to see the government
looking at options for advice provision within their consumer
engagement framework. The government should expand existing
services to ensure consumers can access independent and expert advice
and information at key points in the customer journey.



Methodology

This report is based on qualitative research conducted on behalf of Citizens Advice
by Spark Insight, supplemented with evidence from quantitative research
conducted by Walnut and Yonder in two separate surveys. We have produced a
separate evidence pack with case studies and further insights from our research.
For any questions, please contact jess.roper@citizensadvice.org.uk

Qualitative data 56 participants (a combination of time-of-use tariff
users, flexibility service users and non-users) took
part across deliberative workshops and depth
interviews, including vulnerable groups distributed
across England and Wales. This research was
conducted by Spark Insight in March and April 2025.

Supplementary Analysis is supplemented by two surveys:

quantitative data e Asurvey of 2,001 respondents in England and
Wales who have engaged with energy flexibility
either via a time-of-use tariff or flexible energy
service in the last two years. Further analysis
was taken on respondents with a time-of-use
tariff only for the purposes of this report. This
survey was conducted by Walnut in April 2025.

A survey of 4,270 respondents from a nationally
representative GB sample, conducted in July
and August 2025.



https://assets.ctfassets.net/mfz4nbgura3g/19oXQv4O9V8CDVfKsitZCH/b45b1e53312b4e20c2a2785b11b8a982/Evidence_pack__time-of-use_tariffs__3_.pdf

How appealing are smart time-of-use
tariffs?

For households who are able to change when they use electricity, time-of-use
tariffs offer a way of lowering their bills. However, in today’'s market, they are
often the preserve of the most digitally savvy and engaged consumers, with
most time-of-use tariffs on the market targeted at owners of low carbon
technology.

With energy prices still 43% higher than they were in winter 2021-2022, Citizens
Advice wants to see more households able to take advantage of these tariffs as a
way of lowering their bills*. More needs to be done to ensure a wider range of
households are able to take advantage of the cost-saving benefits of these
new tariffs.

The government has clearly signalled that they see consumer-led flexibility as
key to the efficient delivery of net zero”. While it is not the only way consumers
can engage with flexibility, time-of-use tariffs are likely to play a big role®. And to
some consumers, time-of-use tariffs are an attractive option, with recent figures
showing an increase in the number of people making the switch’.

In our recent research, we found that two in three people (68%) who are not
currently on a time-of-use tariff would be interested in lowering their bills by
changing when they use electricity®.

* House of Commons Library, Gas and electricity prices during the ‘energy crisis’ and beyond,
June 2025

> Department for Energy Security and Net Zero, Clean Power 2030 Action Plan, December 2024

® National Energy System Operator, Future Energy Scenarios: Pathways to Net Zero, V5, July 2025

7 Ofgem, State of the energy market report: retail, April 2025
® From a nationally representative survey of 4,270 respondents in Great Britain, conducted by

Yonder Data Solutions in July 2025.
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“I'm more interested than ever now about [time-of-use tariffs]. Just because the cost
feels like everything’s going up...so yeah, it’s just something you want to feel control
over really” (flat rate tariff user)

In our qualitative research, we spoke to people with a range of views on
time-of-use tariffs. While some participants expressed interest, others viewed
them as risky - primarily due to uncertainty around how much they would pay.
Among those who were interested, static time-of-use tariffs were preferred to
dynamic tariffs, as they were perceived to offer greater predictability and lower
financial risk.

“Prices will change all the time [with a dynamic tariff]. So it's almost like if you go
with that, it's the unknown. Would it even give you a tariff or a maximum? Or a
minimum? | don't know... it's just a risk in my view. But with the others [static
tariffs], I'd be able to at least go into a bit of a comparison, | think. And then I'd look
at the what are the off peak hours?” (flat rate tariff user)

The government will need to capitalise on this appetite to bring about the
desired uptake in consumer-led flexibility. We are pleased to see the
government is considering a consumer engagement framework which could
include communications and advice provision around consumer-led flexibility®.
This could play a significant role in helping consumers to understand how they
can take advantage of new products and services to lower their bills.

But with switching rates low and energy prices high, the government and Ofgem
need to consider whether existing retail regulation reflects the level of ambition
relayed in the Clean Power 2030 Action Plan'. Inspiring consumers to switch to
time-of-use tariffs requires thinking carefully about protections to ensure
households feel confident that they'll achieve savings as opposed to facing
higher prices.

° Department for Energy Security and Net Zero, Consumer-led flexibility: proposals seeking views
on the best approach to consumer engagement, July 2025
' Ofgem, State of the energy market report: retail, April 2025


https://www.ofgem.gov.uk/publications/state-energy-market-report-retail
https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/consumer-led-flexibility-consumer-engagement
https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/consumer-led-flexibility-consumer-engagement

Recommendation: The introduction of a Consumer Duty in retail regulation
would require suppliers to ensure their products and services deliver good
outcomes for their customers''. The FCA’'s Consumer Duty includes a
cross-cutting rule requiring firms to avoid foreseeable harm to consumers,
and a requirement for firms to consider if a product or service provides fair
value to the customer. Taken together, in the energy retail market this could
provide the reassurances consumers need to try new products and services,

without risking significant bill increases.

The introduction of a Consumer Duty could also allow Ofgem to remove
some of the prescriptive rules in the supply licence conditions. This could
help to drive innovation and create space for new kinds of products and
services to enter the market, in conditions that give consumers the
confidence and protections they need to take up new offers'?,

' Citizens Advice, Raising the Bar, April 2022. The FCA’'s Consumer Duty is made up of the
overarching Consumer Principle (a firm must act to deliver good outcomes for retail customers),
alongside three cross-cutting rules (including to avoid foreseeable harm to customers) and four
outcomes, which are more detailed expectations for firm conduct.

12 Citizens Advice, How to deliver tangible growth in consumer markets, July 2025


https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/policy/publications/how-to-deliver-tangible-growth-in-consumer-markets/
https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/policy/publications/raising-the-bar/

What do time-of-use tariff users say
about their experience?

It can be difficult for consumers to choose a time-of-use tariff
for the first time.

In our qualitative research, time-of-use tariff users told us they found it
challenging to choose their smart tariff. For some, this was because they found it
difficult to make meaningful comparisons between different time-of-use tariffs
on the market. Estimates rely on usage information, but past usage is not a
reliable indicator because it won't reflect likely changes the household would
make to shift their electricity use.

This makes it difficult to predict future costs and choose the tariff that would
offer the best value. With limited price comparison tools available to consumers,
we found some respondents had to make lengthy calculations to estimate costs
and make comparisons across products.

"I didn't find it that good, the tailoring that [the supplier] did. So | sort of played
around to see what are the different options and what would work best for me... |
would make spreadsheets based on my estimated usage at each time of the day
and what the unit price is. | found that to be a more accurate way at knowing or
being able to estimate how much my bill will be each month on different tariffs."
(time-of-use tariff user in rented accommodation with an immersion heater)"

Some respondents also told us that they found it challenging to make
comparisons because products offered by different suppliers are not always
like-for-like, and suppliers might use a wide range of terms - such as smart
tariffs, dynamic tariffs, agile tariffs or flexible tariffs - to describe similar
products. The lack of standardised terminology across the market can add to

'* For more case studies, see our accompanying time-of-use tariff evidence pack.


https://assets.ctfassets.net/mfz4nbgura3g/19oXQv4O9V8CDVfKsitZCH/b45b1e53312b4e20c2a2785b11b8a982/Evidence_pack__time-of-use_tariffs__3_.pdf

consumer confusion, making it difficult for consumers to confidently compare
options.

We also know that there are more factors to consider when it comes to choosing
time-of-use tariffs. Consumers have to think about whether their technology is
set up correctly and is compatible with specific tariffs, in addition to comparing
unfamiliar pricing structures.

“It's no good if you've got a big battery on your car... with a tariff that’s got four
hours off-peak at night and you can only charge at seven kilowatts per hour. It's
going to take you two days to charge your car off-peak effectively.” (time-of-use tariff
user with an electric vehicle smart charging point)

“It's a bit of a minefield of all the different rates and the add-ons and then it is not
the easiest to get your head round to check if you think you're on the cheapest
policy” (time-of-use tariff user with an electric vehicle smart charging point)

“Unless you actually ask the probing questions, you don't really get the answers or
unless you've got a really advanced understanding of tariffs and kilowatt prices and
things like that.” (time-of-use tariff user with a heat pump and solar panels)

Monitoring a time-of-use tariff once it’s set up can require a
greater level of engagement than consumers may be used to
with standard tariffs.

Many of the time-of-use users we spoke to in our qualitative research were
highly engaged and digitally very confident. They are the early adopters who are
willing to take risks and try new innovative products. But even within this group,
after switching to time-of-use tariffs, some consumers told us they found it
difficult to monitor their energy use, as it required more attention and effort
compared to traditional tariffs. They had to consider their routines and how
their technology was set up to ensure they used high energy appliances at

10



off-peak times, and had to carefully scan their bills to ensure they were being
charged correctly.

"At first | wasn't completely sure how it worked...but once | looked into it, | found it
was quite easy to understand. [My supplier] explained the tariffs on the app, [which]
shows the rate throughout the day.... | shifted my use, running my smart washing
machine in the evening... the more | used it, the more | got used to checking my
smart meter data and just generally making small changes to take advantage of the
cheaper rates overall." (time-of-use tariff user with a heat pump)

“[With my phone provider] they'll tell you how much you use of your [gigabytes] and
what you're utilising it for.... And they actually give you an honest appraisal of your
position and then help you pick the right deal. Whereas | feel like it's quite hard to
interpret that information from your [energy] statement” (time-of-use tariff user
with an electric vehicle smart charging point)

The absence of tools to help consumers make choices makes
this even harder.

Many of the time-of-use tariffs users we spoke to resorted to online forums and
social media to do their research, because they found they weren't able to make
comparisons between products using normal avenues, such as price comparison
websites or direct comparisons across providers.

“I saw different people giving views, real life reviews on their YouTube channels, how
they use it” (time-of-use tariff user with a heat pump)

“I was always very conscious of how high energy bills are... then | sort of went down
the rabbit hole of searching for the best energy tariff out there, | guess electricity
tariff. And | stumbled across Reddit...And so loads of people were pushing [my tariff]
which is what made me switch" (time-of-use tariff user living in rented
accommodation with electric-only heating)

11



This mirrors the results of our quantitative research, where we found that :

47% of time-of-use tariff users consulted 3-5 sources such as supplier websites,
comparison websites, reviews and consumer ratings.

Of those time-of-use tariff users who did research:
e 32% used online forums or social media
e 25% spoke to family and friends

"I think the most useful information right now would be to be clear on the example
of how much we can actually save. And when | first started, | wasn't really sure if

shifting my usage would really make a difference but hearing from my friends and
reviews from people really helped a lot." (time-of-use tariff user with a heat pump)

Significantly, respondents who had done some research before selecting their
time-of-use tariff or flexibility service reported higher satisfaction with their tariff
(86%) than those who didn't (54%). The government will need to take action to
break down the barriers to comparing tariffs if they want to see an uptake in
consumer-led flexibility.

Recommendation: the government should introduce a smart data scheme,
allowing consumers to consent to data sharing between suppliers and third
party intermediaries, such as price comparison websites. The government

has committed to considering such a scheme after consulting earlier this
year, but we need to see timely delivery as more time-of-use tariffs become
available to consumers'.

' Department for Energy Security and Net Zero, Developing an energy smart data scheme:
government response, July 2025

12


https://www.gov.uk/government/calls-for-evidence/developing-an-energy-smart-data-scheme
https://www.gov.uk/government/calls-for-evidence/developing-an-energy-smart-data-scheme

Recommendation: the government should expand the existing statutory

advice service to ensure consumers can access tools, information and advice.

For some consumers, access to good quality information and advice will be
the difference between feeling confident enough to engage with new
products and being excluded from the benefits they offer. New products and

services will bring new challenges. The feedback loop between statutory
advice and advocacy can help ensure that the market develops safely,
producing the right outcomes for consumers and ensuring issues can be
identified at an early stage. This allows the regulatory framework to respond
more effectively to challenges as they arise and reassure consumers of their
protections.

13



For some groups, these challenges
will act as a barrier to entry.

Some consumers face insurmountable barriers that will prevent them from
changing when they use electricity. Time-of-use tariffs make the most sense for
consumers with low carbon technology, such as heat pumps, but there are
significant cost barriers to making home upgrades'. Households with certain
health needs may be unable to use time-of-use tariffs due to medical devices
requiring constant electricity. We have explored the experiences and challenges
faced by specific groups of consumers in our accompanying evidence pack.

However, some hurdles can be overcome through regulatory action. For
example, some respondents were cautious about time-of-use tariffs because
they were concerned about the level of monitoring and the mental load required
to engage.

In our survey, almost one in three people (27%) who said they weren't
interested in shifting their electricity usage said this was because it sounded like
too much hassle',

"I like the idea...it could be the best thing ever for me and it could work, but | feel
like it's another thing | have to think about. | feel it could be quite disruptive.”
(flat-rate user)

And some saw them as too complicated to understand.

“I'am finding it really hard to comprehend all this I've got to say. So | mean how are
older people [going to manage] with all these apps and all this technology?”
(flat-rate tariff user)

'> Citizens Advice, Consumer attitudes to retrofit: examining the barriers and motivators for

consumers when making energy efficiency or low-carbon home upgrades, June 2025.
'® From a nationally representative survey of 4,270 respondents in Great Britain, conducted by

Yonder Data Solutions in July 2025.
14
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These concerns are not unwarranted. As we explored in the previous section,
they mirror the experiences and reflections of the time-of-use tariff users we
spoke to. Time-of-tariffs demand a level of engagement and understanding from
consumers that sets them apart from standard tariffs. Without action, this will
act as a barrier to consumer-led flexibility, and to consumers using time-of-use
tariffs as a means of lowering their bills.

Recommendation: The introduction of a Consumer Duty could ensure the

market delivers the kind of support consumers will need to take up
time-of-use tariffs.

For example, the duty to support consumer understanding would ensure
suppliers provide the right level of information to help consumers make
informed decisions. The FCA's Consumer Duty includes a cross-cutting obligation
to avoid foreseeable harm, which means firms have to be proactive in assessing
the level of information and support consumers need to be able to engage. It
also includes the fair value principle which, in an energy context, could limit
instances where suppliers profit unfairly from customers who end up paying
more on a time-of-use tariff due to lack of understanding, or an inability to shift
usage'’.

Consumer confidence is key to the success of any market'®. While third parties
can provide comparisons and guidance, consumers ultimately need to trust that
their supplier intends for the customer to experience good outcomes when
engaging with their product or service. Upgrading the supply licence conditions
and the forthcoming load control licence with a Consumer Duty should give
consumers the confidence to engage in new products and services by ensuring
firms focus on good outcomes, while also avoiding the need for more
prescriptive regulation as the market evolves.

" Financial Conduct Authority, Finalised Guidance: FG22/5 Final non-Handbook Guidance for
firms on the Consumer Duty, July 2022
'8 Citizens Advice, How to deliver tangible growth in consumer markets, July 2025
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To make time-of-use tariffs attractive
to a wider group of consumers, we
need action from the government
and the regulator

Our research findings clearly demonstrate that time-of-use tariffs can be
complex and demand a higher level of engagement from consumers than
conventional tariffs. As the energy market evolves and more sophisticated
products and services emerge, consumers will need to engage more regularly
with their usage and tariff. A Consumer Duty is the mechanism required to
ensure this happens without putting an unfair burden on consumers.

Some groups may need more reassurance and support than others to engage.
Advice and information provision is one of the levers government can pull
to level out barriers and help ensure the benefits of flexibility are felt
beyond the easiest-to-reach groups. By investing in advice and information
provision at an early stage, the government can lay the groundwork for more
consumers to use and benefit from time-of-use tariffs, rather than leaving
organisations to respond reactively once challenges emerge. The government
should expand the existing statutory service, which already provides advice
about specialist tariffs, to deliver comprehensive, multi-channel advice and
information about flexibility.

In addition, it must also be easier for consumers to compare time-of-use tariffs.
That's why we're calling for the development and delivery of a smart data
scheme. The government has done some valuable work here, and we want to
see it taken further'. In the meantime, suppliers should publish example
household bills for different usage profiles, so that consumers can make
meaningful comparisons between products.

'° Department for Energy Security and Net Zero, Developing an energy smart data scheme:
government response, July 2025
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We are pleased to see the government recognises that a wide range of
consumers should have access to time-of-use tariffs (not just those with low
carbon technology, for example)®®. However, trust in the energy market still
remains fragile in the aftermath of the energy crisis®'. If consumers are to take
on new products and engage in new ways, they must be able to trust that they
will be treated fairly. Upgrading the supply licence to include a Consumer Duty
would help build that trust and reassure consumers that protections are keeping

pace with change.

?* Department for Energy Security and Net Zero, Consumer-led flexibility: proposals seeking
views on the best approach to consumer engagement, July 2025

1 Ofgem, Consumer impacts of market conditions survey: wave 6 (January to February 2025), July
2025
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Previous Citizens Advice reports

For more reading on time-of-use tariffs and wider retail market reform, see our
previous research reports and discussion papers.

2017

2018

The value of time-of-use

tariffs in Great Britain

False economy

Powering up or facing
resistance? How people

understand the benefits

of smart appliances

Innovation in the tariff
market: Discussion

paper on how new
tariffs can work better

for people

Looks at the benefits
and risks of legacy
time-of-use tariffs.
Warned that while
consumers are
interested in time-of-use
tariffs, the complexity of
these tariffs could lead
to higher costs for
consumers.

Considers how the
learnings of the legacy
time-of-use tariff market
can be applied to
modern smart
time-of-use

Looks at consumers’
understanding of smart
appliances and proposes
a set of
recommendations for
industry, Ofgem and the
government to help
consumers make
informed choices

Finds that the consumer
journey for time-of-use
tariffs is complicated
and explored different
protection mechanisms
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Raising the bar

Ripping off the

A flexible future:

extending the benefits
of energy flexibility to
more people

Don't settle for second

best: ensuring energy
market reforms stack up
for people

Proposes the
introduction of a
Consumer Duty in the
retail market and
considers how this could
improve outcomes as
more complex products
and services emerge

Reviews approaches
which could bring about
greater innovation and
specialisation

Looks at the barriers
many households are
likely to face in
participating in energy
flexibility and called for
better information,
appropriate regulation
and inclusive innovation

Lays out a set of
measures to ensure that
people across the
country can benefit from
a flexible electricity
system
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