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About Consumer Focus Scotland

Consumer Focus Scotland is 
Scotland’s independent consumer 
champion. 

Our work is about helping to improve 
energy, post, water, digital, legal and 
many other essential public and private 
sector services in Scotland. 

This means securing a fair deal 
for consumers by promoting fairer 
markets, more responsive public 
services and improved customer 
service. It also means using our 
statutory powers to investigate when 
things go wrong. 

These are tough times for consumers 
and the most vulnerable are those 
who are most dependent on essential 
services and those in need of help and 
protection. That is why we are doing all 
that we can to support those who need 
our help most. 

Our wins for consumers help put 
money back in people’s pockets 
and improve lifeline services now. 
Importantly, we are also making the 
big arguments to shape the best 
possible services for life in 21st century 
Scotland. 
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Executive summary

Energy Best Deal Scotland training
Energy prices for household consumers have 
risen consistently in recent years, and the 
numbers of households in Scotland in fuel 
poverty has increased as a result. Consumer 
Focus Scotland believes that switching 
payment method or energy supplier can help 
reduce consumers’ costs, alongside energy 
efficiency and income maximisation. However, 
we also recognise that vulnerable and 
disadvantaged consumers often face a variety 
of barriers to engaging in the energy market, 
and therefore pay more than they need to for 
their gas and electricity. 

While working to address these barriers at 
strategic level, Consumer Focus Scotland 
and partners including Ofgem, Money Advice 
Scotland (MAS) and Citizens Advice Scotland 
(CAS) also identified a practical opportunity 
to assist vulnerable, disadvantaged and fuel 
poor consumers reduce their costs. This was 
delivered through Energy Best Deal Scotland 
(EBDS), a training programme which aimed 
to build the capacity of advisers working 
in frontline agencies in relation to energy 
advice in general, and to tariff advice in 
particular. The training was targeted at money 
advisers, Citizens Advice Bureau advisers, 
and at others working with vulnerable and 
disadvantaged consumers on a daily basis 
(eg housing associations, local authority staff). 
Training sessions typically lasted two to three 
hours and covered:

 ● trends in energy markets, including rising 
costs and the impacts on consumers

 ● opportunities to reduce costs through 
switching, including live demonstration 
of the switching process, based on 
participants’ bills, and using an accredited 
website

 ● ways to reduce costs through energy 
efficient behaviours

 ● wider support services provided for advisers 
by Consumer Focus, including the Ask the 
Adviser telephone service and the online 
Knowledge Base

 ● the Scottish Government’s Energy 
Assistance Package

 ● the operation of storage heaters and related 
tariffs

 ● problems faced by consumers who are not 
on the gas grid

Training sessions were delivered in two 
phases from October 2010 to April 2011, 
and from October 2011 to April 2012. During 
the second phase, availability of training was 
widened, through a contract with Energy 
Action Scotland, to include a wider range of 
partners from voluntary, health and social care 
organisations. In total, around 800 advisers 
participated in over 70 training courses across 
Scotland. 
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Evaluating the training 
In June 2012, we commissioned 
Changeworks to undertake an evaluation 
to assess the effectiveness of EBDS. The 
evaluation sought to assess the effectiveness 
of the training, to inform further energy training 
and policy work around switching and fuel 
poverty more generally. The key objectives of 
the evaluation were to understand:

 ● the views of frontline advisers who had 
attended training, and the extent to which 
they have subsequently been able to help 
their clients reduce costs by switching and 
by encouraging greater take up of energy 
efficiency measures

 ● the views of stakeholders, at strategic 
level, on how best advice on switching 
and energy efficiency measures should be 
integrated with mainstream fuel poverty 
and climate change emission reduction 
programmes in future

 ● the views of consumers on the assistance 
that they feel they need in order to switch

The evaluation was conducted using a multi-
stage methodology comprising:

 ● an online survey of 142 advisers who had 
received training, to gain robust data on 
views and impacts of the training

 ● a series of nine in-depth interviews with 
advisers to explore views on the training 
and impacts in detail

 ● two focus groups with consumers at risk of 
fuel poverty to explore their perceptions of 
switching and the best routes for them to 
receive advice

 ● a series of in-depth interviews with key 
stakeholders to explore their views on the 
programme and opportunities for the future

Key findings: Advisers
The results from the survey and interviews 
with advisers demonstrated that the training 
was very positively received. Training has 
provided information and confidence to 
advisers in supporting their clients. For 
example, advisers who indicated they were 
knowledgeable on switching increased 
from 27 per cent before the training to 97 
per cent after the training. In addition, 82 
per cent of advisers indicated that they had 
more confidence in relation to getting more 
information on switching or energy efficiency. 

The evaluation then looked at the extent 
to which advisers were making use of the 
training in their current roles. This showed that 
advisers can be divided into three groups, 
each of which represents around one-third of 
the total:

 ● The first group are making extensive use of 
the training, and, in particular, are helping 
clients switch on a regular basis. Based 
on the data fed back from advisers on the 
levels of savings made from switching, the 
average (mean) estimated annual saving for 
an individual client was £76, with the largest 
annual energy saving reported being £540. 
The fact that these advisers are able to 
report, in some detail, on financial savings 
suggests that they are helping clients switch 
as part of face-to-face advice

 ● The second group of advisers are regularly 
discussing the benefits of switching and of 
energy efficiency with clients, but are not 
helping them through the process. This is 
due to limited time with clients or job role 
constraints
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 ● The third group of advisers are generally 
not covering switching or energy efficiency 
advice in their contacts with clients. 
Reasons for this are more to do with the 
nature of their role (non-client-facing) or 
other issues being a higher priority with 
clients, rather than the impacts of any 
training

 ● These findings suggest that different types 
of advisers are likely to require different 
levels of training. There remains clear 
demand for detailed training on switching, 
most notably from advisers who are 
comfortable offering detailed financial advice 
to clients, and are able to do so as part of 
their role. However, there is also a need for 
robust comprehensive energy advice, and 
for associated training, which can be used 
easily by advisers who do not have the time 
or the confidence to advise consumers 
directly 

These differences were echoed by findings 
in relation to questions on future training 
needs. Although over two-thirds of advisers 
indicated they would value more training 
on the topic of helping people to save 
money on their energy bills, the particular 
topic of additional training required was not 
uniform across advisers. The desire for more 
information on certain topics in future training 
reflected the particular interest and relevance 
of different advisers’ roles – rather than any 
major gaps in the training. This is a function 
of the fact that the training was directed 
at a range of adviser types rather than at 
specialists in particular roles.

Impacts of training
Given the variation in how advisers use the 
training described above, it is only possible 
to give indicative impacts of the training. On 
the basis of the information provided only 
by the first group of advisers, this evaluation 
suggests a total annual saving of between 
£510,000 and £765,000 per annum in energy 
bills, benefiting between 6,500 and 10,000 
consumers. 

However, this does not take account of 
impacts associated with the second group 
of advisers, who could only offer advice, 
directing consumers to switching advice 
elsewhere. Further, the figures do not 
reflect wider benefits for consumers, such 
as increased take-up of energy efficiency 
measures or wider energy advice also 
promoted through EBDS training. Consumer 
Focus data, for example, show that enquiries 
from advisers based in Scotland to the Ask 
the Adviser telephone service rose during the 
period of EBDS training. 

Consumer Focus Scotland estimates that the 
total cost of the EBDS programme, including 
promotion, training and staff time was around 
£150,000, of which £20,000 was provided 
by Ofgem. Given the impacts, this investment 
represents very good value for consumers. 
This is particularly the case given that the 
consumers helped by advisers are likely to be 
at greater risk of fuel poverty. 

The training therefore is meeting a real need 
in terms of providing advisers with the skills, 
knowledge and confidence they need, and 
realising real and significant impacts in terms 
of consumer savings. 
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Key findings: Consumers
The focus group research highlighted the 
fact that consumers typically seek advice 
from a number of sources in relation to 
topics such as energy advice and switching. 
Although the sources they trusted differed 
between individuals, some sources were 
universally felt to be trustworthy and some 
untrustworthy. Predominantly, trust in these 
sources could be described as a function of 
previous experience or contact with a source; 
perceptions of impartiality and motives of 
organisations or sources; and the ability to 
contact and discuss issues face-to-face (the 
preferred method for building trust). 

Overall, consumers tended to trust local 
and known sources of advice, but these 
differed between individuals. It was clear 
that Citizens Advice Bureaux (CAB) were, 
overall, the most trustworthy and credible 
source cited by participants. However, a 
CAB was not necessarily considered a ‘go-
to’ source for energy advice. Rather, this 
would include advisers such as housing 
officers and trusted representatives of 
community or interest groups.

The findings echo those from the adviser 
research – in that training for advice on 
switching (and energy efficiency) should be 
targeted at local trusted sources/advisers. 
This would include stakeholders such as 
CABs, but be focused particularly at trusted 
local staff that may be in regular contact with 
fuel poor householders. 

Key findings: Stakeholders
The stakeholders aware of EBDS provided 
very positive feedback on the programme. 
The training sessions with advisers were 
considered to be successful in terms of 
uptake, content covered and impact. A 
particularly positive aspect identified was 
the programme’s ability to reach vulnerable 
people through working at a local level with 
CABs and training of numerous frontline 
advisers in a range of organisations. It is clear 
that working through local, trusted sources to 
offer advice to consumers was also viewed as 
important by stakeholders, and that longer-
term help and support is likely to be required 
to encourage many consumers to switch. 

Switching was typically viewed as having 
an important role in alleviating fuel poverty, 
but was seen as part of the mix of advice 
and actions that can be used (alongside 
promoting lower energy prices for fuel poor 
households, clarity on tariffs, managing 
energy debt, energy efficiency, budget 
management, welfare support/reviews etc.). 
As a result it is clear that stakeholders felt that 
switching advice should be integrated with 
mainstream energy advice programmes. 
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Conclusions and recommendations
This evaluation has demonstrated the high 
level of effectiveness of EBDS in terms of 
training advisers, giving them confidence in 
offering advice on switching, and in realising 
impacts for consumers. The findings are 
relevant both to those involved in delivery 
of energy-related training at present, and 
also to those, including Ofgem and Energy 
Companies, who fund or have influence over 
training programmes. 

Tariff advice, integrated with energy efficiency 
and income maximisation services, can help 
address fuel poverty. In order to achieve this 
effectively, there is a need for a number of 
different approaches to be taken.

Recommendation: Training on tariff advice 
should be refined and made available in forms 
suitable for advisers who work on these issues. 

There remains a need for detailed training on 
tariff and energy debt issues. The evaluation 
suggests that advisers whose remits 
cover income maximisation and financial 
management, regardless of the organisation 
in which they are based, are best placed to 
make use of this detailed training. There is 
also some interest in detailed training from 
advisers working in mainstream energy  
advice services. 

Recommendation: The Energy Best 
Deal Plus (EBD Plus) approach, subject to 
evaluation of the pilot phase, should be rolled-
out more widely to frontline advisers, backed 
up by simple materials. 

It is clear that many advisers are not 
comfortable helping consumers switch 
suppliers, or are unable to do so due to the 
constraints of their role. The EBD Plus model, 
currently being piloted by CAS, represents 
an approach which, subject to evaluation of 
the pilot phase, may benefit consumers while 
reflecting advisers’ circumstances. Under 
EBD Plus, each energy company provides 
a single phone number, promoted through 
advisers, as a point of contact for vulnerable 
and disadvantaged consumers. Advisers 
need only support clients to call the number 
provided by their electricity supplier, or call 
the company on the clients’ behalf. Taking 
account of individual circumstances, energy 
company staff identify their most appropriate 
tariff for each consumer, and also check their 
eligibility for wider support such as the Warm 
Home Discount, energy efficiency services, 
and the Priority Services Register. 

Recommendation: CAS should continue 
to expand and promote energy advice 
services available to clients, emphasising the 
availability of on-going advice, in addition to 
provision of advice at crisis point.

The evaluation shows that CAB staff are 
very strongly trusted by vulnerable and 
disadvantaged consumers, especially when 
seeking advice on urgent concerns. However, 
CABs are not yet widely seen as a source of 
advice on energy issues. Further promotion 
of this role would help consumers access 
services already available. 
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Introduction: Energy Best Deal 
Scotland
Consumer Focus Scotland wishes to see 
well-informed and empowered consumers 
who benefit from markets in key services. 
In line with this, Consumer Focus Scotland 
believes that there are opportunities for many 
consumers to save money by switching tariff 
or energy supplier. In addition, we view tariff 
advice as important for consumers living in 
homes which have already been made more 
energy efficient but whose low incomes mean 
that they are still fuel poor.

In order to train frontline advisers to help their 
clients reduce their energy bills, Consumer 
Focus Scotland developed and delivered 
Energy Best Deal Scotland (EBDS) training. 
EBDS focused on addressing long-standing 
and well-documented problems related to 
the ability and willingness of low-income 
consumers to engage with the energy market 
through supplier or tariff switching. EBDS was 
a closely targeted and strategic response to 
reaching, informing and supporting vulnerable 
consumers through trusted intermediaries. 

Overview and Development of Training
In spring 2010, Consumer Focus Scotland, 
Money Advice Scotland (MAS) and Citizens 
Advice Scotland (CAS) identified a need to 
help build the capacity of advisers working in 
frontline agencies in relation to energy advice 
in general, and to tariff advice in particular. 
As a result, we developed and delivered 
Energy Best Deal Scotland (EBDS). EBDS 
built on the Energy Best Deal (EBD) project 
undertaken by Ofgem and Citizens Advice in 
England and Wales.1 

Both EBDS and EBD aim to improve 
opportunities and advice to help consumers, 
particularly low-income and vulnerable 
consumers, get a better deal on their energy. 
However, EBDS and EBD were aimed at 
different audiences. EBD targets individual 
consumers directly with higher level key 
messages on the benefits of switching, 
together with availability of other support for 
consumers. Discussions between Consumer 
Focus Scotland, MAS and CAS identified a 
need for more detailed advice in Scotland, 
targeted at frontline advisers who come into 
contact with people who are likely to be at 
risk of fuel poverty. 

With support from Ofgem and in partnership 
with MAS, CAS and the Energy Saving Trust 
(EST), the first phase of EBDS was delivered 
from October 2010 to April 2011. Although 
some publicity materials were produced and 
distributed, and coverage was generated 
in mainstream media, the main focus of the 
campaign was on the delivery of training for 
front line advisers. 

1 Details of EBD are available at bit.ly/RG2b8e  

1 Introduction, aims and objectives
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The training courses covered, in some detail:

 ● trends in energy markets, including rising 
costs and the impacts on consumers;

 ● opportunities to reduce costs through 
switching

 ● ways to manage energy use in order to 
reduce costs through energy efficient 
behaviours

 ● wider support services provided for advisers 
by Consumer Focus, including the Ask the 
Adviser telephone service and the online 
Knowledge Base 

 ● the Scottish Government’s Energy 
Assistance Package (EAP) – training on 
the EAP was delivered by staff of regionally 
based Energy Saving Scotland advice 
centres

The training was also adapted over time to 
include issues raised by advisers, such as:

 ● the operation of storage heaters and related 
tariffs

 ● problems faced by consumers who are not 
on the gas grid

Training was targeted at money advisers 
(based across a range of agencies in 
Scotland), at Citizens Advice Bureaux 
(CAB) advisers, and at other key advisers 
working with vulnerable and disadvantaged 
consumers on a daily basis (for example, 
those based in housing associations, local 
authorities or non government organisations). 
The second phase of the project ran from 
October 2011 until April 2012, where less 
emphasis was placed on public-facing 
work. Instead, resources were concentrated 
on expanding the availability of training to 
advisers. 

In addition to continuing to deliver training 
to the groups identified in phase 1, the 
second phase of EBDS included a contract 
for delivery of 30 sessions by Energy Action 
Scotland. The audience for these sessions 
was widened, deliberately, to include those 
working in the health and social care sectors. 

By the end of phase 2 in April 2012, around 
800 advisers had participated in over 70 
training courses across Scotland. We 
estimate that the total spend on EBDS was 
around £150,000 across both years. 

Other related work: EBD in Scotland 
and EBD Plus
Since January 2012, CAS has delivered EBD 
sessions in Scotland. These are attended 
by consumers and advisers and have 
been run out of 18 of the 60 local bureaux. 
CAS and Consumer Focus Scotland have 
been working together to ensure a smooth 
transition, and, from April 2012, all Energy 
Best Deal work is being delivered by CAS 
(subject to securing funding).

Following from the Scottish Government 
Energy Summits in the autumn of 2011 and 
spring 2012, Consumer Focus Scotland, CAS 
and energy companies developed Energy 
Best Deal Plus (EBD Plus), an approach 
intended to streamline and better integrate 
access by vulnerable consumers to the 
range of services offered to them by energy 
companies. These services include advice 
on: tariffs and payment methods, eligibility 
for the Warm Home Discount, registration 
for the Priority Services Register, and energy 
efficiency services, including insulation 
through CERT. 
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All energy companies have now created a 
single point of contact, so that vulnerable 
consumers seeking advice on any one of 
these services are automatically considered 
for the others.

The pilot phase of this service ran in summer 
2012. During this phase, the main way in 
which consumers access the integrated 
service is via Citizens Advice Bureaux staff, 
in selected areas. Individual consumers are 
referred to their existing electricity provider, 
and the energy company staff take them 
through the services above.

EBD Plus does not, therefore, provide 
consumers with access to the full range of 
tariffs available from all providers. However, 
it does have the advantage that it requires 
less knowledge of the detailed approach 
to switching on the part of advisers. As 
consumers are referred only to their existing 
suppliers, it also avoids any possibility 
of advisers being seen as biased in their 
recommendation of one company over 
another. The pilot phase of EBD Plus will be 
evaluated in autumn 2012. 

Aims and objectives of the evaluation
With rising fuel bills, evolving energy 
markets and at the completion of the EBDS 
programme, there is a need to determine 
if EBDS has fulfilled its full potential and 
whether there are opportunities to extend 
or enhance future roll-out. To achieve this, 
evidence of success or opportunities for 
development of targeted switching advice 
needs to be presented to government and 
other key stakeholders. 

Consumer Focus Scotland commissioned 
Changeworks to undertake an evaluation 
to assess the effectiveness of the EBDS 
training to inform both further energy training 
and policy work around switching and fuel 
poverty more generally. This evaluation 
builds on an interim study undertaken by 
Changeworks in 2011.2

Key objectives
We wanted to better understand:

 ● the views of frontline advisers who had 
attended training, and the extent to which 
they have subsequently been able to help 
their clients reduce costs by switching and 
by encouraging greater take-up of energy 
efficiency measures

 ● the views of stakeholders, at strategic 
level, on how best advice on switching 
and energy efficiency measures should be 
integrated with mainstream fuel poverty 
and climate change emission reduction 
programmes in future

 ● this also included understanding changes in 
views on the relative importance of energy 
efficiency and switching over the duration of 
the training programme

 ● the views of consumers on the assistance 
that they feel they need in order to switch  
(as distinct from general views of switching,  
on which information already exists)

A further sub-aim of the project was to 
find out the extent to which advisers are 
continuing to use the training to inform 
the advice they provide to their clients and 
whether they have any views on follow up or 
refresher work. 

2 bit.ly/J4OVSf 
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The evaluation was conducted using a multi-
stage methodology comprising the following 
elements:

 ● an online survey of 142 advisers who have 
received training, to gain robust data on 
views and impacts of the training

 ● a series of nine in-depth interviews with 
advisers to explore views on the training 
and impacts in detail

 ● two focus groups with consumers at risk of 
fuel poverty to explore their perceptions of 
switching and the best routes for them to 
receive advice

 ● a series of in-depth interviews with key 
stakeholders to explore their views on the 
programme and opportunities for the future

Further detail on each element follows and 
all topic guides and questionnaires are 
included as annexes. All research activity was 
conducted in June 2012.

Adviser survey 
The adviser survey was undertaken to explore 
advisers’ impressions of the training, its 
impacts, and the extent to which they had 
been using the advice to support their clients. 
The survey was internet based and built from 
the survey previously undertaken for the interim 
evaluation so as to ensure comparisons could 
be made (a copy is attached as an annex 2). 
It was issued to all advisers for whom email 
addresses were available (approximately 500). 
Survey invitations and reminders were sent by 
steering group contacts in MAS, Energy Action 
Scotland and Consumer Focus Scotland.

2 Method and sample

A total of 142 responses were received (a 29 
per cent response rate). The composition of 
these responses is described in the tables 
below and discussed as follows.

Two-thirds (68 per cent) of the sample were 
from advisers who had undertaken their 
training in Phase 2 of the training delivery 
(July 2011 to June 2012), with 32 per cent 
undertaking their training in Phase 1 (October 
2010 to June 2011). The table below shows 
that respondents were based in locations 
across Scotland (broadly reflecting the 
distribution of the population and suggesting 
a representative sample). The largest 
proportion of respondents came from 
Glasgow and the Clyde Valley (18 per cent).

Table 1 Location of survey respondents

Location No. Percentage

Glasgow and Clyde Valley 26 18

Central Scotland 23 16

Argyll & Highland 23 16

Ayrshire 21 15

Edinburgh & Lothians 19 13

Grampian 9 6

Tayside 8 6

Dumfries and Galloway 4 3

Borders 4 3

Fife 3 2

Western Isles 2 1

TOTAL 142

Source=Q2
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The sector or organisation of respondents 
was also broadly representative of the range 
of advisers who have undertaken the training. 
The table below shows that one-third (33 
per cent) of respondents were from a CAB, 
just over one-fifth from local authorities 
(21 per cent), and a quarter (25 per cent) 
from community/voluntary organisations or 
voluntary advice providers.

Table 2 Sector/Organisation of survey  
 respondents

Organisation No. Percentage

Citizens Advice Bureau 47 33
Local authority 29 21
Voluntary/Community 
organisation

21 15

Housing association 15 11
Other voluntary sector 
advice agency

14 10

Health and social care 5 4
Other public sector 
organisation

2 1

Other 8 6
TOTAL 141

Source=Q3

Two-fifths of the respondents described their 
job role as advising on financial issues, with 
one-sixth (16 per cent) general advisers. Only 
12 per cent indicated that their job role was 
energy and related issues. This reflects the 
target audience of EBDS: frontline advisers 
who have daily contact with people at risk of 
fuel poverty, but those not necessarily from an 
energy background.

Table 3 Job role of survey respondents

Job role No. Percentage

Advising on financial 
issues

56 40

General advisers 23 16
Other 18 13
Advising on energy and 
related issues

17 12

Advising on health and 
social care issues

13 9

Benefits/Welfare 7 5
Housing/Maintenance 6 4
TOTAL 140

Source=Q4

Over four-fifths (86 per cent) of respondents 
indicated that the training was either very 
(32 per cent) or quite (54 per cent) relevant 
to their day-to-day work (Source=Q10). Only 
one respondent indicated that the training 
was not at all relevant, with a seventh (14 per 
cent) indicating that it was not very relevant.
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In-depth adviser interviews
The in-depth interviews were conducted 
to explore the experiences of the advisers 
in detail. These were undertaken with nine 
advisers who had undertaken the EBDS 
training. The table below illustrates the 
organisations in which these interviewees work 
and their job roles – again demonstrating a 
good spread of respondent types.

The survey was used as a recruitment tool 
for these interviews, with a question included 
asking respondents if they would be willing to 
participate in an in-depth telephone interview 
to discuss the training in more detail. Interviews 
typically lasted 15-25 minutes. All interviews 
were audio-recorded to facilitate analysis.

The majority of advisers had undertaken 
the training recently, but three had received 
training during Phase 1 of the delivery.

Table 4 Respondents to the in-depth  
 adviser interviews

Organisation 
Type 

Role No. of 
interviewees

Fuel poverty/
energy advice 
organisation

Energy 
adviser

2

Citizens Advice 
Bureau

Managing 
advisers

1

Financial 
adviser

1

Charities/
organisations 
supporting 
vulnerable 
groups 

Financial 
/benefits 
adviser

3

Generalist 
adviser

2

Consumer focus groups
Two focus groups were held with people 
at risk of fuel poverty to explore the views 
of consumers in relation to switching and 
to gather their opinions of trusted sources 
of advice in relation to energy efficiency. 
Respondents were recruited using databases 
provided by Changeworks’ Energy and 
Affordable Warmth Team (a team who offer 
energy advice to fuel-poor households).  
All potential respondents were those who are, 
or have been, in fuel poverty within the last 
12 months. Groups were recruited involving 
both those who had, and had not, directly 
tackled switching issues with an adviser, and 
also those who had not received any energy-
related advice (from the team’s waiting list).

Eight respondents were recruited for each 
group and the composition of the groups was 
as follows:

 ● Group 1: 50 per cent received switching 
advice; 50 per cent received energy advice 
not in relation to switching

 ● Group 2: 50 per cent received no energy 
advice; 50 per cent received some energy 
advice

The groups included people with a mix of 
heating types and those using both pre-
payment and direct debit payment methods. 
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In-depth stakeholder interviews
Six in-depth interviews with key stakeholders 
were undertaken to explore the role of 
switching and EBDS from a strategic level.

Interviews were carried out from the following 
organisations: 

 ● Citizens Advice Scotland (CAS) (two face-
to-face interviews)

 ● Scottish Federation of Housing Associations 
(SFHA) (telephone interview)

 ● Dundee City Council (Energy Efficiency 
Advice Project) (telephone interview)

 ● Ofgem (face-to-face interview)

 ● Energy Action Scotland (face-to-face 
interview)

 ● Scottish Government, Fuel Poverty Team 
(face-to-face interview)

We identified respondents and supported the 
recruitment by Changeworks. In most cases, 
interviews were audio recorded to facilitate 
analysis.

Research instruments
The survey questionnaire and topic guides 
were developed by Changeworks for all 
interviews and focus groups and these were 
approved by the project steering group. 
These are attached as annexes. 
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3 Main findings: Advisers’ perceptions  
 of the training

This chapter presents findings from the 
research and evaluation activity with advisers. 
In particular this chapter explores advisers’ 
perceptions of the training, and the impact of 
the training and information provided. 

Base sizes relate to all responses provided for 
each question except where stated – these 
exclude non-replies. Findings from the in-
depth interviews are presented alongside the 
survey results to add insight and explain the 
survey findings. 

The results of the survey were analysed by a 
range of sub-groups to explore if any trends 
could be identified in the data. This was 
undertaken based on the following sub-
groups: 

 ● when the training was delivered (comparing 
the responses of Phase 1 and Phase 2 
trainees)

 ● the type of organisation within which 
advisers were based (CAB; housing 
association/ local authority; and voluntary/ 
community group)

 ● nature of advice/ job role (advising on 
financial issues; advising on health and 
social care issues; advising on energy and 
related issues, and; other)

Differences in responses by these sub-groups 
are discussed where significant.

3.1 Training delivery
Based on the in-depth interviews advisers 
were, overall, very positive about how 
the training had been delivered. Many 
commented that it had been an open 
environment allowing for questions and 
discussion. Typical comments included:

‘it was great... [the trainer] explained it at a 
level you could understand and you could 
ask questions.’

‘10 out of 10. Brilliant.’ 

‘It wasn’t intense – it was very open, people 
could talk about their perspectives and 
opinions.’

‘As an organisation we have really benefited 
from the training, it was well delivered, well 
received and is being well distributed.’

3.2 Adviser levels of 
knowledge on switching 
before and after training
Advisers were asked to indicate the type of 
(switching related) topics they discussed with 
clients before they had received training. The 
chart below presents these responses and 
shows that, in advance of the training, just 
over half of the advisers were offering advice 
on getting a better deal on gas and electricity 
(52 per cent) and on where to go to get more 
information on switching or energy efficiency 
(53 per cent). There were no significant 
differences between advisers who worked for 
different organisations.
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Figure 1 Topics on which clients had been advised before training
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Roughly a third of advisers were offering 
advice on more technical elements of 
energy efficiency such as longer-term 
measures, behaviours and specific 
schemes. One fifth of advisers were offering 
no advice on these topics before the 
training. These figures closely mirror the 
findings from the interim evaluation.

All advisers were also asked to assess their 
knowledge of switching before and after they 
had received the training. The chart below 
presents the responses to this question and 
shows that those who indicated they were 
knowledgeable on the topic increased from 
just over a quarter (27 per cent) before the 
training to a near universal (97 per cent) 
after the training. These results echo those 
from the interim evaluation, where nearly a 
seventh (15 per cent) indicated they were 
knowledgeable or very knowledgeable before 
training, and after training nine-tenths (91 per 
cent) indicated this. 

17



Consumer Focus Scotland

Figure 2 How would you rate your knowledge of switching tariff/supplier?
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Percentage
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Advisers who worked in community and 
voluntary organisations were significantly 
more likely than those who worked in housing 
associations or local authorities to indicate 
that they were very knowledgeable after the 
training (60 per cent vs 26 per cent). Nearly 
half (43 per cent) of CAB staff indicated that 
they were very knowledgeable. 

These findings suggest that the training was 
very effective in providing knowledge on 
switching tariff or supplier to advisers, and 
that the content was particularly beneficial for 
voluntary and community staff.

Findings from the in-depth interviews 
suggested that advisers’ level of knowledge 
before training varied depending on job role 
and previous experience; some were very 
knowledgeable due to advising clients on 
energy issues daily, whereas others had very 
basic knowledge on energy issues. Most 
interviewed advisers felt they had learned a lot 
from the training, and even those who were 
already specialists in energy issues stated that 
it was a very useful refresher session. 

Almost all survey respondents also indicated 
that they felt better informed about switching 
energy suppliers and payment methods as 
a result of the training (47 per cent to some 
extent and 51 per cent to a great extent). 
Only two respondents indicated that they 
were not better informed as a result of 
the training (source=Q9). Again, a higher 
proportion of those who worked in voluntary 
or community organisations indicated that 
they felt better informed about switching to 
a great extent (69 per cent compared to 36 
per cent of CAB staff). 

Analysis of the pre- and post-training 
questionnaires (see annex 1) also showed 
that trainees’ stated understanding of the key 
issues (consumer energy, switching, wider 
services and the EAP) markedly improved as 
a result of the training. 
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3.3 Level of confidence in 
 advising clients
The impact of the training was also explored 
through asking advisers to indicate if they had 
increased confidence in advising clients on 
different topics as a result of the training. The 
results are presented in the chart below and 
show that over four-fifths of advisers indicated 
that they had more confidence in relation to 
the key topics in the training (getting a better 
deal – 86 per cent; getting more information – 
82 per cent). 

This again reinforces the success of the 
training. Just under two-thirds indicated 
that they were more confident on the more 
technical aspects of energy efficiency advice, 
such as behaviours and measures. These 
figures closely mirror the findings from the 
interim evaluation. 

There were no differences in responses 
identified between different types of 
advisers in terms of their organisation or 
job role – suggesting that the training has 
increased confidence similarly across a wide 
range of advisers. 

Figure 3 Topics in which advisers have increased confidence in advising clients since the  
 training session

On getting a better deal for 
their gas or electricity
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switching/energy efficiency advice
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efficiency measures (eg insulation)
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All the interviewed advisers stated that they 
had learnt information from the training 
session, and most appeared to be applying 
this information to their advice service. Many 
advisers indicated that they were much 
more confident and likely to advise clients on 
energy-related issues (excluding those whose 
job role was an energy adviser). In addition, 
most advisers felt they were offering more and 
better quality advice about switching as  
a result of the training. One commented:

‘It reinforced what I already knew and gave me 
the confidence to put it into practice.’

3.4 Usefulness of topics  
 within training
In order to better understand the effectiveness 
of different elements of the training, 
all advisers were asked to indicate the 
usefulness of key aspects of the training. 
The chart below shows that all the aspects 
listed (bar supplier performance and wider 
issues such as off-gas grid) were felt to 
be useful or very useful by approximately 
four-fifths of advisers. The best approach 
to switching (86 per cent) and consumers’ 
experiences of switching (84 per cent) were 
indicated to be useful or very useful by the 
highest proportion of advisers – reflecting the 
main focus of the training. 

Although there were no significant 
differences between different adviser 
types, those from voluntary or community 
organisations tended to give higher scores 
than other types in terms of the usefulness of 
all elements of the training.

These impressions closely mirror the findings 
from the interim evaluation, and were again 
highlighted in the in-depth interviews with 
advisers. The majority of interviewees felt all 
the topics covered were useful and could 
not think of any information in the training 
that was not useful. Even where they did not 
currently use such information in their job, 
advisers considered the topics potentially 
useful for the future. Around half of the 
interviewees (five out of nine) found the issues 
around switching most useful, in particular 
looking at the process of switching, practical 
case studies and barriers. Typical comments 
were as follows:

‘Looking at barriers to changing was particularly 
useful – I have changed tariffs myself so I 
couldn’t understand why people would not want 
to switch.’

‘Trying to search through a lot of comparison 
websites, it’s the right way to go but it can be 
mind-boggling at times so it cleared up a lot of 
things for us … the different packages available.’

‘This is where the training helped – a lot of 
people are under the illusion that if they switch 
suppliers it’s going to be an absolute nightmare, 
they’re going to get charged double and it’s 
going to be so much of a hassle. At the training 
it reinforced that that is not predominantly the 
case – that’s the headliners but the majority of 
people switch without a problem. I think people 
are just looking for some reassurance that it’s 
not all bad, if it can save you money then it’s 
worth doing.’

Those advisers interviewed, who had received 
the training several months ago, stated that 
the knowledge they had gained was still 
relevant and they were still applying it to the 
advice they gave. One participant commented 
that the knowledge was ‘still fresh’ in her mind 
because she was using it daily in her job. 
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Figure 4 Usefulness of different information included in the training

Base=139, Source=Q11
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3.5 Reflections on the  
 training 
The chart below presents adviser responses 
to a range of agreement statements on 
switching and the training. This data shows 
that over 68 per cent of advisers agreed that 
they would value more training on the topic of 
helping people to save money on energy bills 
(32 per cent strongly), with a vast majority (88 
per cent) agreeing that training on this topic is 
important for their role.

Two-fifths (80 per cent) agree that the training 
has helped them to help clients to save 
money, and over two-thirds (70 per cent) 
agree that it has enabled them to help people 
to switch. These figures again highlight the 
perceived importance of additional training on 
this topic to advisers, and also the positive 
impact that such training can deliver.

Figure 5 Agreement with statements on training
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Financial advisers and energy advisers 
tended to be more likely to agree strongly 
to all of the above statements than other 
adviser types – including agreeing strongly 
that they would value more training (financial 
advisers = 41 per cent, energy advisers = 47 
per cent). The discussion on improvements 
to the training in section 3.8 below explores 
the different areas in which these advisers 
would value more training. 

Over half (56 per cent) of the respondents 
indicated that they had passed on training to 
their colleagues. Of the 67 respondents who 
made a comment on the information that they 
had passed on:

 ● 19 indicated that they had talked about 
switching suppliers or tariffs explicitly

 ● 16 had passed on course notes and leaflets 
(a further seven had held formal information 
sharing sessions with colleagues)

 ● 12 had passed on information on where 
clients could get help 

 ● 6 had passed on information about the EAP

Excluding examples where colleagues had 
also undertaken the EBDS training (two out of 
nine cases), all the interviewed advisers stated 
that they had been able to pass on information 
from the training to their colleagues. In some 
cases, respondents indicated that most 
of the information learnt had been passed 
onto colleagues; in others it was pieces of 
information which were of most relevance 
to their colleagues. This included passing 
information on particular funding support or the 
information leaflets themselves. Furthermore, 
one participant had passed the training onto 
housing officers in their partner organisations. 

Only one interviewed adviser had switched 
supplier as a direct result of the training; 
two others had recently switched, but were 
in the habit of doing so before the training. 
Others had not because either they had not 
got around to doing so or for other reasons. 
However, these people indicated that they 
may consider doing so in the future.
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3.6 Impact and reach of  
 training on clients
Advisers were asked a series of questions in 
both the survey and the interviews, in relation 
to the advice they have offered clients, and 
the frequency of this advice, in order to 
assess the overall impact of the training.

The chart below shows that just under two-
thirds of advisers (63 per cent) see over 
15 clients per month, and that a smaller 
proportion talk to clients as regularly about 
energy saving or fuel bills. Just under a third 
(30 per cent) of advisers see more than 10 
clients per month in relation to energy saving 
or fuel bills.

Figure 6 Client contact per month

Base=134, Source=Q12 and Q13
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Although there were no significant 
differences, CAB staff tended to see more 
clients than housing association and local 
authority staff, who in turn saw more clients 
than community or voluntary staff. However, 
interestingly, CAB staff talked to fewer 
clients about energy saving or fuel bills than 
community or voluntary groups, with housing 
association and local authority staff tending 
to discuss energy and fuel bills with the 
greatest number of clients. This suggests 
that housing association and local authority 
staff are best placed to offer advice on this 
topic, at least in terms of accessing the 
greatest number of clients. 

The following chart shows that roughly two-
thirds of respondents have offered advice on 
switching (68 per cent) or getting more advice 
on switching/energy efficiency (62 per cent) in 
the last three months. This is higher than the 
figures presented in section 3.2 in relation to 
topics advised on before training (52 per cent 
and 53 per cent respectively), and indicates 
that training has had a positive impact on the 
ability of advisers to offer this advice.
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Figure 7 Advice offered to clients over the last three months

Base=131, Source=Q14
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There were no significant differences in the 
advice offered to clients when analysed by 
advisers’ organisations. That said, advisers 
from community or voluntary groups tended 
to be more likely than others to have offered 
signposting advice on where to go for more 
information on switching or energy efficiency 
(74 per cent), but less likely than others to 
offer direct support on getting a better deal on 
gas and electricity (62 per cent). Conversely 
housing association and local authority 
staff tended to be more likely to offer direct 
advice on getting a better deal on gas and 
electricity (74 per cent) – this again reinforces 
the suggestion that this group is in the best 
position to offer advice on switching. 

Based on the interviews with advisers, 
the level of advice offered on switching 
depended greatly on the job role, context 
and clients’ priorities. In particular, those 
based in CABs or specific fuel poverty 
projects felt they were less likely to advise 
on switching because the clients came 
to them with more urgent issues (mostly 
disconnections or fuel debt). Advisers 
reported that the issue of switching was 
sometimes returned to later, but in the 
majority of cases it was not, mainly due 
to the constraints on advisers’ time. One 
adviser commented that the barriers to 
switching made it more likely that clients 
would switch tariffs with the same supplier, 
but not between suppliers. 
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Advisers working specifically to maximise 
income for their clients reported that they were 
more likely to provide switching advice as they 
would look at each component of a person’s/
family’s outgoings and incomings. In addition, 
many of these clients would be particularly 
worried about their energy bills and therefore 
be open to the idea of switching. 

For example, one adviser who worked with 
people with a cancer diagnosis stated that 
energy bills were one of the main worries 
they would have, particularly as energy 
requirements would increase as the person 
needed to stay at home, and they were 
therefore keen to switch. In comparison, a 
client who was referred to a fuel poverty or 
CAB service may have specific issues of risk 
of disconnection or threatening letters from 
energy suppliers, meaning that switching is  
an issue but not a priority. 

In addition to advice on switching and/or 
fuel debt and disconnections, the majority 
of advisers reported they would also provide 
advice on energy efficiency measures, and 
sometimes energy-saving behaviours. 

Perspectives on whether switching tariff/
supplier is important were not completely 
consistent between advisers. Most felt it was 
very important for their clients, although a 
small number did not:

‘… it’s possibly not that useful to switch 
at the moment because they are all quite 
similar but if you suspect it to be incredibly 
high, then you would look into it.’

Barriers to switching were mentioned by 
several advisers (eg people are reluctant to 
switch, have had bad experiences, people not 
used to a deregulated market, level of debt 
prevents switching). Although some of these 
barriers (such as fuel debt) are not able to be 
overcome through advice, one respondent 
felt that advisers could assist in this regard as 
consumers would listen to their advice about 
switching because they trusted them:

‘We have already built up a relationship with 
the community so they trust us and if it were 
all to go wrong I would feel terrible but so 
far it hasn’t!’

3.7 Impacts arising from the  
 advice provided to  
 consumers
As at the time of the interim evaluation, it 
remains difficult to quantify the impacts of 
the training. This section explores the extent 
to which advisers have been able to put 
the lessons from the training into practice 
through assisting with switching, giving 
advice on switching or referring to others 
who could give advice. 

Section 3.6 showed that 68 per cent of 
advisers reported that they had advised 
people on switching, and that just over 40 
per cent had signposted clients to each of 
the EAP or other energy efficiency measures. 
The chart below explores this in more detail, 
and shows that 38 per cent of advisers had 
actively assisted clients to switch tariff. In the 
interim evaluation, 53 per cent of advisers had 
helped people to switch tariff – a higher (but 
not significantly higher) proportion of advisers 
than the current data shows. 
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Figure 8 Approximate number of clients per month helped to 'switch' to a cheaper energy  
 tariff or energy supplier

Base=127, Source=Q15
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Advisers from housing associations and 
local authorities were more likely to have 
helped people to switch (62 per cent helped 
people to switch), compared to CAB staff (38 
per cent), and advisers from community or 
voluntary organisations (29 per cent).

The survey explored the reasons that 
advisers gave for not helping people to 
switch in the last month (based on the 62 
per cent of advisers who did not help people 
to switch). The table below shows that 
50 per cent of these were signposting or 
referring clients on to others. The remaining 
were not able to assist clients with switching, 
for a variety of reasons. 
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Table 5 Reasons for not helping people to ‘switch’

Reason No. Percentage

Advice only offered – cannot offer switching assistance  
(due to limited time with clients, other focus etc.)

22 31

Issue not arisen/raised by clients/lower priority relative to 
other issues

18 25

Referral to others 14 19
Client contact not part of job role 11 15
Not enough time in role/not working in last month 4 6
Clients cannot switch due to debt/supplier issues 4 6
Resistance to change: scepticism of benefits; supplier 
loyalty

3 4

TOTAL 76

Source=Q18

These advisers were the ones conducting 
home visits and able to offer an in-depth advice 
service. Other advisers had insufficient time 
to show clients the process of switching and 
would therefore only provide advice on how 
to do it. This reflects the reasons why some 
advisers had not helped people to switch. 

It is not possible to quantify the client savings 
arising from advisers who only offered advice 
on switching. However, advisers who actively 
helped people to switch were asked in 
the survey to indicate the average savings 
achieved as a result of their clients switching. 
The chart below presents this data and 
shows that almost half of clients (49 per 
cent) typically save between £50 and £99. 
These proportions mirror the findings from 
the initial evaluation.

 

Overall, the data suggests that the advisers 
trained can be split into three groups, in 
relation to the types of advice they offer on 
switching. This could be summarised as 
approximately:

 ● one-third of advisers actively assist clients 
to switch 

 ● one-third of advisers only have the time or 
responsibility to advise clients on switching, 
or to signpost clients on to those who can

 ● one third of advisers do not have the 
opportunity to help clients switch

The adviser interviews highlighted the fact 
that the level of support provided in ‘advice 
on switching’ varies between job roles and 
organisations. Most of the interviewees would 
provide in-depth advice if they felt the client 
needed that level of support eg going through 
comparison websites with the client and 
phoning up the energy supplier. 
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Figure 9 Average savings for clients who have been helped to 'switch'

Base=51(all those who had helped clients to switch), Source=Q16
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Based on the figures outlined above, the 
average (mean) estimated annual saving for 
an individual client was £76 (this compares 
to a figure of £83 for the interim evaluation 
– given the small base sizes involved in 
the study it is unlikely that this difference is 
significant). The largest annual energy saving 
reported by a respondent was £540. 

In order to make an assessment of the total 
financial impact of the training, we have 
undertaken some indicative calculations on 
total overall client savings arising out of the 
training. This has been based on the following 
assumptions arising from the survey data:

 ● An overall sample of 800 trained advisers, 
38 per cent (304) offer switching assistance 
to clients (see chart above)

 ● A typical adviser helps three clients switch 
a month (the mean average of number of 
clients helped to switch in the chart above), 
and works for 11 months of the year (to 
account for holidays)

This results in savings being made for 
approximately 10,000 clients per annum, 
giving rise to an estimated saving of 
approximately £765,000 per annum in energy 
bills. Should we use the median or mode 
averages of two clients per month, savings 
of £510,000 per year would arise out of 
the training, for 6,500 clients. These figures 
should be viewed with caution due to the 
small sample sizes and wide variation in the 
types of advisers’ and clients’ interaction. 
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However, it is also important to emphasise 
that these figures do not take into account 
any savings arising as a result of advice and 
referrals. In this respect, it is useful to note 
that an annual evaluation is carried out of EBD 
in England and Wales. Advisers attending 
EBD sessions subsequently provide advice, 
rather than detailed assistance, for clients. 
The 2011 evaluation3 looked at the numbers 
of clients to whom advisers had passed 
advice within the two months following the 
training session they attended. That research 
found that a median of three clients had 
received that information in the two-month 
period, which would equate to a total of 
around 18 clients per adviser each year. 

The EBD evaluation does not seek to identify 
financial savings as a result of the advice 
received by consumers, either directly after 
attending sessions, or via advisers, as above. 
However, it does indicate the possible scale of 
wider impacts for consumers. 

In addition, over three-quarters of advisers 
(77 per cent) indicated that they had taken 
steps to reduce energy bills at home and 82 
per cent had advised friends or family to take 
steps to reduce their energy bills. 

As highlighted in the introduction, the Ask the 
Adviser service (a UK-wide telephone service 
available for advisers to seek additional 
assistance on any topic) was promoted during 
the training. As far as we are aware, EBDS is 
the only direct engagement training activity 
that has promoted this service in Scotland. 

3 The EBD Evaluation is available at bit.ly/QnNwO3 

Data on the use of the Ask the Adviser service 
shows that approximately 30 per cent of 
calls to the service are now from Scotland 
(compared to approximately 10 per cent 
prior to EBDS being delivered). This suggests 
that the training has also made an impact in 
promoting this service to advisers. 

3.8 Improving the training
Results above show that the training was 
highly valued by respondents. Indeed, the 
interviewed advisers were overwhelmingly 
positive about the delivery of the training; 
they had very few specific suggestions for 
improvement and none felt there were any 
topics missing from the training. On probing, 
a few stated issues they would appreciate 
more training on, the most commonly stated 
being renewables (such as solar panels or air 
source heat pumps). Other issues raised by 
one or two advisers were the Warm Home 
Discount, problems that may occur when 
people switch, and wider energy complaints. 
All stated that they would be interested 
to receive updated training or updates if 
available (ie if there are changes to switching 
advice or the energy landscape). 

The survey included a question that asked 
advisers to state in which areas, from a 
prompted list of topics, they felt that additional 
training would be helpful. The chart below 
presents data and shows that the largest 
proportion of advisers (45 per cent) would like 
additional information on the best approach to 
switching, with a further 40 per cent seeking 
information on the EAP. 
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Figure 10 Areas where additional training would be helpful

Base=130, Source=Q21
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Analysing the above data by advisers 
shows some clear differences in the type of 
additional information required. Health and 
social care advisers tended to be less likely to 
require information across all topics (excluding 
the best approach to switching). However, 
there were clear differences between financial 
advisers and energy advisers in the type 
of additional information that they would 
require. The chart below presents the areas 
of additional training requested, comparing 
financial and energy advisers.

This shows that the energy advisers tended 
to be more likely to want additional training on 
energy-related topics (eg supplier performance, 
energy complaints system, energy efficiency 
actions, Green Deal/ECO, off-gas grid, wider 
energy issues), whereas financial advisers 
tended to seek more information on the 
issues that relate more directly to financial 
maximisation (EAP, energy price rises). These 
differences echo findings from the interviews 
where those with a significant level of 
knowledge of energy efficiency topics before 
the training felt they would have preferred the 
session to be more in-depth. These findings 
also suggest that advisers were generally 
happy with the training and would just seek 
more training topics that are of particular 
interest and relevance to their own role.
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Figure 11 Areas where additional training would be helpful: Energy vs Finance
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Base: Energy advisers=15; Financial advisers=49; NB. Low base size: indicative only.

The clear majority of advisers (69 per 
cent) felt that this type of training is best 
delivered through face-to-face sessions, 
with 22 per cent preferring advice sheets 
and 26 per cent online courses. Only 16 
per cent had no preference (source=Q22: 
N.B. respondents were allowed to code 
more than one answer). Mirroring the survey 
results, the majority of interviewed advisers 
stated that they would prefer to receive any 
future training in a face-to-face session. The 
most commonly stated reason was that they 
found discussing the issues with others in 
the training useful and they benefited from 
hearing about others’ experiences.
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3.9 Summary and key  
 findings: Adviser research
Overall, the results from the survey and 
interviews with advisers demonstrate that the 
training has been very positively received. 
It has provided information and confidence 
to advisers in supporting their clients in 
relation to switching and, to a lesser extent, 
advising on energy efficiency. These findings 
also suggest that the training has realised 
significant savings for consumers.

Key findings on the impact of the training from 
the evaluation are as follows: 

 ● The training was very effective in providing 
knowledge to advisers on switching tariff or 
supplier, and increasing their confidence in 
offering support on this topic: 

 – Advisers who indicated they were 
knowledgeable on the topic increased 
from less than a third (27 per cent) before 
the training to being near universal (97 
per cent) after the training

 – Over two-fifths of advisers indicated that 
they had more confidence in relation to 
the key topics of getting a better deal 
(86 per cent) and on where to go to get 
more information on switching or energy 
efficiency (82 per cent)

 ● The most useful elements of the training 
were reported as ‘identifying the best 
approach to switching’ (86 per cent) and 
‘consumers’ experiences of switching’ (84 
per cent)

Although over two-thirds of advisers would 
value more training on the topic of helping 
people to save money on their energy bills, 
the particular type of additional training 
required was not uniform across advisers. 
The desire for more information on certain 
topics in future training reflected the 
particular interest and relevance of different 
advisers’ roles – rather than any major gaps 
in the training. This is a function of the fact 
that the training was directed at a range of 
adviser types rather than at specialists in 
particular roles.

Over one-third of advisers indicated that 
they had helped people to switch in the 
last three months. Although advisers within 
CAB settings tend to speak to more clients 
than other advisers, they tend to talk to 
fewer clients than others about energy 
saving and switching. Advisers from housing 
associations and local authorities are the 
most likely to have helped someone to 
switch, and they talk to more clients about 
energy issues, suggesting that these are 
the best placed advisers to target any future 
EBDS-type training.

Based on estimated savings per client, the 
average (mean) estimated annual saving 
for an individual client was £76, with the 
largest annual energy saving reported being 
£540. Based on the figures provided, the 
training could be described as generating an 
estimated saving of approximately £510,000 
to £765,000 per annum in energy bills, 
through assisting 6,500 to 10,000 clients to 
switch per year. 
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The training delivery was viewed 
overwhelmingly positively by advisers. The 
key areas where the training was most 
useful were viewed as overcoming the 
barriers to switching and in exploring real 
life examples, and many felt they were 
offering better advice as a result of the 
training. The training therefore is meeting 
a real need in terms of providing advisers 
with the skills, knowledge and confidence 
they need, and realising real and significant 
impacts in terms of consumer savings. 

The results would suggest that, of the 
advisers trained, approximately one-third have 
the time available to hand-hold clients through 
the switching process, one-third can only 
advise on switching or refer to colleagues, 
while the majority of the final third either focus 
on other (higher) priorities with clients or do 
not have client contact as part of their role. 

The results also suggest that different types 
of advisers may require different levels 
of training. Different training needs were 
expressed by financial and energy advisers, 
but, perhaps more importantly, there may 
be merit in tailoring more detailed training on 
switching and its benefits to those advisers 
who have the time in their job role to hand-
hold clients through this process. 
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4 Main findings: Consumers 

This chapter provides the findings of two 
focus groups held with consumers. The 
main aim of the focus groups was to 
explore which sources of advice consumers 
are likely to trust, in order to best assess 
how the EBDS service can be developed 
and delivered. Switching energy supplier 
or tariffs was also discussed to provide 
context to the discussion. 

The participants were recruited from 
a Changeworks sample of fuel poor 
householders who had received energy 
advice, or were on the waiting list to receive 
it. Almost all the participants had gas central 
heating (one had electric storage heaters). 
Around a third of the participants paid their 
energy bills by prepayment meters and two-
thirds used Direct Debit. 

4.1 Switching suppliers
In advance of discussing findings from 
the groups in relation to switching, it is 
important to note that recent research4 
suggests that lower-income households are 
less likely to switch tariff and that the vast 
majority (over four-fifths) of all consumers 
are actively engaged in switching.5 Other 
research has also highlighted negative 
customer perceptions in relation to the 
issue of switching.6 

4 Consumer Focus Scotland (2009) Switching Off: Attitudes 
to switching energy suppliers among disadvantaged 
consumers, bit.ly/QdddNM

5 Ofgem (2011) The Retail Market Review – Findings and 
Initial Proposals

6 See, for example, Consumer Focus Scotland (2009) ibid, 
Anderson, White, and Finney (2010) You just have to get 
by: Coping with low incomes and cold homes, 
Eaga Charitable Trust

This is despite the fact that a recent Ofgem 
study identified a large proportion of 
consumers being satisfied with the switching 
process, with 85 per cent finding the process 
easy.7 The focus groups discussed these 
issues briefly in advance of exploring the best 
sources of advice on switching. 

The majority of participants had previously 
switched their energy supplier to get a 
better tariff but had negative experiences of 
it describing it as an ‘absolute nightmare’ 
and a ‘palaver’ (echoing findings from other 
research). These experiences made most 
participants reluctant to switch in the future, 
despite some of them having recently 
received switching advice from an energy 
adviser. One participant was currently in 
the process of switching and was having 
problems due to a high level of debt on 
her account. However, she was the only 
participant to state she would switch again in 
the future to get the best deal.

The main barriers to switching reported were:

 ● the complexity of the tariffs

 ● mistrust of the energy companies

 ● the ‘hassle’ of the process

7 Ipsos MORI (2011) Customer Engagement with the Energy 
Market bit.ly/mSqZE4 
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This was matched with a general feeling that 
benefits of switching are low and that any 
benefit would be reduced from either ‘hidden 
charges’ for switching or that their new 
supplier would change prices at a later date: 

‘I wouldn’t swap again … they would offer 
you a deal and then the next bill comes in 
and in reality they put your payments up.’

‘I just would not do it … and I refuse 
to switch my phone as well, no way… 
because at the end of the day its swings 
and roundabouts and it balances itself out 
eventually.’

‘I’d be frightened in case they all of a 
sudden put their prices back up again and 
you’ve got to switch back again.’

While there was a significant level of distrust 
and scepticism towards energy suppliers, 
many of the participants appeared to be 
reasonably satisfied with their own company. 
A few participants had been with the same 
supplier for many years (eg 10 or 20 years). 
It appeared that unless they felt they were 
being over-charged or there was a particular 
problem, they would not switch. 

Switching suppliers for other services
Interestingly, a number of participants were 
more willing to change suppliers for services 
such as for telephone, TV or, in the case of 
one respondent, banking, than change energy 
suppliers. One participant commented that 
she would switch TV supplier because:

‘That’s in your face all of the time whereas 
the energy is just getting on and taken for 
granted but if the telly’s not working I’ve got 
the kids on my back.’

The one participant who had switched 
bank account had done so several times, 
but had not switched her energy supplier. 
Commenting on switching banks, she stated:

‘The difference is they do everything for you 
… so it’s easy.’

These comments suggest that consumers are 
not inherently averse to the idea of switching 
suppliers. However, there are barriers, specific 
to energy, which appear to make it either less 
attractive and/or more complicated, for some, 
than in other contexts. The comments from 
the respondent who had switched banks 
also suggest that once you have successfully 
switched a supplier (for any service), you will 
be more likely to do so again.

4.2 Advice sources
To prompt and aid discussions on various 
advice sources, participants were given 
a group of cards with a number of advice 
sources on each (see annex 3). They were 
asked to discuss which of these sources they 
would a) go to and b) trust for energy, financial 
and home-related advice. Each of these 
advice sources is explored below. 

Citizens Advice Bureau (CAB)
CAB was considered to be a very trustworthy 
source of advice by all participants. Most 
of the participants had previous experience 
of the CAB, all of which was positive. 
Participants felt the CAB provided useful and 
good quality advice:

‘Absolutely brilliant… absolutely would go to 
them.’

‘My experience is that I’ve gone with a query 
and they’ve given me more information than 
I’ve asked for… they’re really, really good.’ 
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Another reason that participants trust CAB is 
that respondents trusted their motives:

‘They’re non-profit making, they do it for the 
person, they’re all volunteers and they’re 
very highly trained.’

While comments on CAB were very positive 
and participants stated they would go to the 
CAB for money advice, it was not considered 
a primary source for energy advice. This was 
for two reasons: CAB was perceived as the 
place to go for emergency advice or when a 
situation had reached a crisis (which energy 
advice was not normally considered to be), 
and participants did not expect CAB staff to 
be specialists in energy advice. 

In addition, many participants commented 
that there is a long waiting list for 
appointments at CAB, which was also a 
barrier to accessing help. 

Energy suppliers 
There was a very low level of trust towards 
energy suppliers among participants. This 
appeared to be due mostly to previous 
experiences of such companies ‘trying to sell 
you something’ and that their motives were 
self-interest. Due to this lack of trust, many 
participants would not contact their energy 
suppliers for energy advice. That said, many 
indicated that they would contact them for 
information or in the first instance if they were 
worried about their bill:

‘I think if I was struggling to pay a bill… if I 
had this huge bill come through door, I think 
I would contact the provider and say why is 
this high… I would contact them directly, in 
case it was a mistake.’

However, participants indicated that they 
would not necessarily trust the information they 
had been given by suppliers. A few participants 
expressed concern that people they knew who 
were less ‘savvy’ than themselves would end 
up with poor deals from the energy supplier if 
they contacted them. 

Family and friends
Generally, it was felt that family and 
friends were trusted sources of advice but 
participants did not expect them to be very 
knowledgeable about certain topics such as 
energy. As a result they would not always 
trust their advice to be correct. However, 
consumers would seek advice from friends or 
family if they knew they had been through a 
similar experience. 

For instance, one participant, having moved 
into a house with gas central heating for the 
first time, relied on her family to provide help 
on how to operate an unfamiliar system.

Websites 
Most participants stated that they would 
use websites for energy or other advice. 
Comparison websites were seen to be of 
particular interest for comparing energy 
suppliers and tariffs, and for double-checking 
advice from energy companies:

‘You’d probably use “‘Which?” on the web 
before electricity and gas companies.’

As the statement above shows, websites 
did not appear to be a source that would be 
wholly relied upon. It appears that consumers 
would use it either as an initial source of 
information which they could then explore 
elsewhere (particularly if they knew nothing 
on that topic) or to double-check information 
they had been given elsewhere.

37



Consumer Focus Scotland

Many of the participants did not have or use 
the internet at home but had family members 
(mostly sons or daughters) who would carry 
out internet research for them:

‘I’d look online first – get my laddie to do it.’ 

Energy advisers
Some of the participants had recently 
received, or were on a waiting list for, a 
home visit from an energy adviser (from 
Changeworks). Those who had already 
received the advice trusted it. None of the 
participants were sure which organisations 
the energy advisers were from (eg two 
participants thought it was a government 
scheme, which they were happy with). 

The main reason they appeared to trust 
the scheme was that it came through their 
housing association, which itself was a 
trusted source. 

Money advisers
There were mixed views on whether money 
advisers were trusted sources of advice. 
Most of the discussions related to a specialist 
financial adviser at the housing association 
at which many of the participants were 
tenants. Of the participants who had visited 
this adviser, they were very positive about the 
advice they had been given, feeling he was 
both trustworthy and knowledgeable:

‘I really rate the guy … He’s always come up 
trumps for me.’

This previous positive experience appeared 
to be a major reason behind the adviser’s 
trustworthiness. It is also because he is part 
of the housing association – an organisation 
that participants were familiar with and 
would trust. 

Some participants stated that they would 
trust their bank, however, participants would 
not trust their bank if they felt that they were 
‘being sold something’. Independent and 
impartial money advisers (such as the housing 
association’s money adviser) would be more 
trusted as participants were more comfortable 
with their motives. 

Social workers, health advisers and 
carers
There were mixed views on the trustworthiness 
of social workers. However, these appeared 
to depend on individuals’ previous experience 
of them and the majority of respondents felt 
that social workers would be trustworthy and 
would give accurate advice. 

Views were similar in relation to health 
professionals and carers, although 
participants tended to be slightly more 
inclined to believe that these would be 
trustworthy. 

That said, while most felt they would be 
well intentioned, they did not expect these 
advisers to be particularly knowledgeable 
on energy issues and would therefore not 
necessarily expect the advice on this topic to 
be accurate. 
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Local community group 
There were mixed reactions to community 
groups, again depending on individuals’ 
previous experience. Those who had previous 
experience or involvement with community 
groups were more likely to go to such 
groups for advice and to trust this advice. 
Some participants appeared to be unclear 
as to what advice could be expected from 
a community group, and one participant 
commented that she would double-check any 
advice she received from this source: 

‘I would check it, I wouldn’t take it as read in 
the way that I would never check what CAB 
had told me, I’d assume that was right.’

Other sources
Other advice sources were discussed in less 
detail and are outlined as follows:

 ● Newspapers and magazines – there was 
a broad consensus that information in 
magazines or newspapers could not be 
trusted, although one participant had found 
information in a newspaper relating to 
insulation which he had further explored

 ● Housing association officers – tenants were 
positive about their housing association 
and as a local known organisation it was 
perceived as a trusted source for advice

 ● Local council advice shops – most of 
this discussion related to CAB (above). 
The impression was that an impartial and 
independent advice service would be 
trusted 

4.3 Types of advice
Face-to-face advice was considered to be 
the most effective way to provide advice. In 
contrast, telephone advice was considered 
often to be untrustworthy: 

‘I’m quite happy to do it face-to-face – too 
many promises [are] made on phone and 
not kept.’

Many respondents associated phone advice 
with cold calling or being sold something 
(examples such as PPI and solar panels were 
given). Participants commented that there 
was often an immediate sense of distrust with 
phone advice, whereas face-to-face advice 
implied a greater sense of commitment. In 
particular, respondents felt that advice should 
be delivered face-to-face when it was a very 
urgent or important problem:

‘For me, if I’m seeing somebody like that 
[CAB] it’s because I’m upset and stressed 
out and there’s a problem so I want to 
see somebody face-to-face… I want their 
reassurance that they’re understanding me 
visually and that they’re on my side.’

One participant had recently spoken to their 
local Energy Saving Scotland advice centre 
over the phone and had been sent a letter 
with more information. He was ‘over the 
moon’ as he did not usually get a response in 
relation to such issues. 
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Participants felt strongly that they wanted a 
source of energy advice to be impartial and 
would need reassurance that they were not 
linked to an energy supplier: 

‘First of all, absolutely, I’d need to know they 
didn’t work for one of the companies so 
that I knew it was independent and it wasn’t 
some sort of ploy.’

4.4 Summary and key 
findings: Consumers
Typically, participants stated that they would 
seek advice from a number of sources. 
The sources they trusted differed between 
individuals. However, some sources were 
universally felt to be trustworthy (eg CAB) and 
some untrustworthy (eg energy companies). 

Predominantly trust in these sources could be 
described as a function of:

 ● previous experience/previous contact – this 
can dramatically shape consumers’ trust 
in a source, and positive and negative 
experiences can strongly affect perceptions 
of trustworthiness

 ● perceptions of impartiality and motives of 
organisations/sources – if organisations are 
perceived to be self-interested or attempting 
to sell a service/product, consumers will 
immediately distrust them. On the other 
hand, organisations which are known to 
the consumer or advice services which are 
(obviously) independent are perceived to be 
trustworthy

 ● ability to contact and discuss face-to-face 
– advice delivered face-to-face is preferred 
over telephone advice as participants 
felt this provided a greater sense of 
trustworthiness, commitment and sympathy 

Overall, consumers tended to trust local and 
known sources of advice, but these may 
differ between individuals. It was clear that 
CABs were, overall, the most trustworthy and 
credible source cited by participants. The 
majority of participants had received previous 
advice from the CAB which was highly 
rated. However, CAB was not necessarily 
considered a source for energy advice. 

This would clearly suggest that training for 
advice on switching (and energy efficiency) 
should be targeted at local trusted sources/
advisers. This would include stakeholders 
such as CAB. However, given the importance 
of previous contacts, and the importance 
of accessing consumers before they reach 
crisis point (eg fuel debt), targeting should 
also be focused particularly at trusted local 
staff that may be in regular contact with 
fuel poor householders. This could include 
housing officers and trusted representatives of 
community or interest groups. 
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5 Main findings: Key stakeholders

Interviews were undertaken with key 
stakeholders to explore the role of switching 
and EBDS from a strategic level. Seven 
interviews were carried out from the following 
organisations: CAS (CAS) (x2), Scottish 
Federation for Housing Associations (SFHA), 
Dundee City Council (Energy Efficiency Advice 
Project), Ofgem, The Scottish Government 
and Energy Action Scotland. Not all interviewees 
were fully aware or involved with the EBDS 
programme, and therefore some of the 
following sections are results from only some of 
the interviews (this is noted where it applies). 

5.1 Effectiveness of EBDS
Overall, stakeholders viewed the EBDS 
programme positively. From those involved in 
EBDS, it was felt that it addresses a specific 
need by encouraging consumers to switch 
energy supplier/tariffs. This is an issue which 
often straddles energy advice and money/
debt advice:

‘It fills a gap in the landscape between 
energy specific advice and mainstream 
money and debt advice – and a specific lack 
of focus on switching.’ 

Generally, it was felt that the programme 
had been effective in reaching vulnerable 
consumers through CAS and other frontline 
advice services, and supporting them to 
switch tariff/supplier. Two stakeholders 
commented that the programme was helping 
consumers to become more ‘empowered’. 

The adviser training through EBDS was 
viewed positively both in terms of uptake 
and feedback. Generally it was perceived 
that the training had been well-targeted in 
order to reach frontline workers and, as a 
result, vulnerable consumers. Recruitment 
was perceived to have occurred successfully 
(and in a short timescale) due to existing 
networks and contacts; local authority 
contacts were considered particularly useful. 
That said, it was thought that there may 
be some scope to broaden this further to 
include greater representation from, for 
example, organisations representing Black 
and Minority Ethnic (BME) groups. It was 
also considered that, if training is not 
undertaken, showing advisers where to 
signpost for advice was important. 

The stakeholders considered the training 
content to be suitable although a critical 
challenge was the amount of information to 
be covered in the allocated time (two hours). 
In particular it was difficult to cover switching 
in depth, as well as a wide range of other 
topics. This echoes findings from the adviser 
feedback in section 3 which highlighted that 
some advisers desired the training sessions to 
go into more detail about switching to enable 
them to have sufficient information and/or 
confidence to advise on switching. 
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In terms of improving the training content, 
it was suggested that including fuel debt 
issues in the training would be useful, 
although this could potentially be covered 
in more depth along with the standards 
companies must adhere to. Other issues which 
could be covered to a greater extent were 
prepayment meters and teleswitching. While 
it was important to cover issues for off-gas 
consumers, it was difficult to provide helpful 
advice as few opportunities for switching exist. 

5.2 Other sources of advice  
 on switching
Aside from EBDS, stakeholders identified 
the major sources of switching advice as 
through the Energy Saving Scotland advice 
centre (ESSac) network and organisations 
offering in-depth energy/fuel poverty advice 
services such as Changeworks or the Wise 
Group. However, a geographically uneven 
level of service provision was identified. In 
many cases, EBDS works alongside these 
programmes; for instance, CAS advisers 
would refer onto more specialised advisers 
if required. 

While comparison websites are available, 
it was acknowledged by respondents that 
many households are not able to access 
the internet from home or are not internet/
computer literate. Some housing associations 
have their own in-house energy advice 
service and it was felt that there might be an 
opportunity to link to these advice services 
and train staff in other housing associations 
through EBDS. 

All stakeholders agreed that any advice service 
could only be successful if it was from a trusted 
source. In many cases, stakeholders felt this 
is why the EBDS programme works as it is 
delivered via local client-facing organisations 
which often have a good reputation. Face-
to-face advice was considered the best form 
of advice. Home visits were considered to 
be a very effective form of energy advice for 
vulnerable people, albeit expensive, since 
they are detailed and are effective in building 
trust with clients. They were also identified 
as having other benefits including: allowing 
advisers to physically identify issues in the 
house, provide heating demonstrations, or go 
onto comparison websites with the client if 
the internet is available. It also offers a holistic 
approach, which many stakeholders felt was 
needed for the most vulnerable consumers.8 

It was felt by stakeholders that the EBDS 
programme, or switching advice more 
generally, should be integrated with energy 
efficiency/fuel poverty programmes wherever 
possible. Two stakeholders stated that it 
could be integrated much more heavily into 
stage 2 of EAP. For example, one stakeholder 
suggested that advisers, acting through EAP, 
could check whether clients had switched, 
provide examples of the benefits, and send 
out further information through leaflets and 
possibly direct to comparison websites (if 
non-commission). 

8 One example of such a holistic approach is a project 
run by Care and Repair in Angus. They were contacted 
by Angus Trading Standards as part of a local project 
providing targeted energy and switching advice (of which 
EBDS training formed a part). Although Care and Repair’s 
role is primarily to carry out small, repair jobs for elderly 
people they decided to extend this to providing energy and 
switching advice. In order to do this, they contacted British 
Gas and were provided with some laptops. This enabled 
them to visit previous clients in their homes, talk to them 
about switching and guide them as far through the process 
as the client wished
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This may involve Ofgem and Scottish 
Government working together to identify 
how switching advice could be effectively 
incorporated into this and other similar 
programmes (we believe the EAP programme 
is currently under review). 

5.3 Enhancing switching  
 rates
Changing consumer attitudes to switching 
was also seen as important by most, if not 
all, stakeholders. It was felt that this could 
be achieved by promoting the benefits of 
switching and overcoming barriers. One 
stakeholder felt that providing case studies 
was a very effective way to help overcome 
negative perceptions. Similarly, another 
stakeholder commented that positive 
campaigns from energy suppliers are needed 
when new tariffs or bills come in. 

However, many stakeholders felt that 
changing consumers’ attitudes should be 
accompanied by actions to assist consumers 
in switching. Many highlighted the strength of 
EBDS in that it provides the skills for advisers 
to support consumers to switch. However, 
the limited time that many advisers have (in 
terms of longer-term contact or hand-holding) 
highlights a limitation in the current support 
structure for switching:

‘The real challenge is support past the initial 
advice and encouragement.’ 

The need to offer follow-on/longer-term 
support to facilitate switching was identified 
by a number of stakeholders. Even if 
consumers gain the skills to allow them to 
switch, as one stakeholder pointed out, 
‘people need reminders’ and therefore may 
need regular advice. 

5.4 Role of energy suppliers
All stakeholders agreed that suppliers have 
a major role to simplify tariffs and make sure 
they are clearer to consumers. Most felt that 
energy suppliers should play a more active 
role in making sure their customers are on the 
best deal. One stakeholder felt this should 
be a very proactive role and that problems 
associated with energy suppliers were the 
main reasons for EBDS existing. However, 
two stakeholders felt that it was perhaps 
unrealistic to expect energy suppliers to do 
so in ‘market conditions’ or to ‘act against 
their own interest’. Another felt that while 
energy suppliers should inform customers 
of better deals, many customers may not be 
interested in such offers coming from energy 
suppliers, due to distrust (feeling that energy 
suppliers ‘need to move away from the hard 
sell’). Issues of trust are therefore paramount 
in clarifying and simplifying tariffs. Some 
stakeholders stated that the energy suppliers 
should have a role in funding energy advice 
services, such as EBDS. 

5.5 Stakeholders involved  
 with switching advice
Interviewees believed that the stakeholders 
who should be involved in driving switching 
advice in Scotland are broadly those involved 
in EBDS. At a delivery level, this includes local 
authorities, housing associations and any 
organisation that has client-facing staff and/
or comes into contact with vulnerable people. 
Importantly, one stakeholder highlighted that 
non-specialised advisers, such as housing 
officers, are often apprehensive about offering 
switching advice due to the complexity of 
tariffs and it is therefore essential that these 
advisers can get specialist support.
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On a strategic level, it was felt that the 
Scottish Government should be driving 
this agenda. Those involved with EBDS 
commented that the partnership working 
was positive in bringing mutual support and 
expertise; for instance, CAS had benefited 
from technical input from Consumer Focus 
Scotland and the EST.

5.6 The importance of  
 switching in the wider  
 fuel poverty agenda
Five out of six stakeholders perceived 
switching to have an important role in helping 
to alleviate fuel poverty, and all perceived it 
to be linked to a wider fuel poverty policy 
agenda. Switching was generally seen as one 
of many elements in helping to alleviate fuel 
poverty:

‘Switching is important in tackling fuel 
poverty but should not be seen alone.’

However, there was a mixed response as to 
the relative importance of switching. Many 
agreed that switching advice was essential, 
alongside other energy advice, and many felt 
that consumers need advice on all issues. 
One stakeholder (who had been involved with 
EBDS) commented that:

‘Switching is a very important part of the 
fuel poverty strategy due to its large and 
significant benefits.’

The one stakeholder who perceived that 
switching did not have an important role 
in alleviating fuel poverty felt that switching 
consumers to the cheapest tariff was not 
necessarily the best option. This was based 
on their experience of some energy suppliers 
‘looking after’ fuel-poor customers better than 
others (eg in terms of disconnections). 

As a result of this, providing switching advice 
was not a priority when faced with other issues 
from clients such as debt and disconnections. 

One stakeholder felt that switching had 
value, but was relatively unimportant in 
comparison to getting energy suppliers to 
reduce fuel prices (particularly for fuel-poor 
households) and income maximisation for 
low-income households. In this respect the 
EBDS programme was considered a ‘sticking 
plaster’ solution to a wider problem. 

Another stakeholder perceived switching 
advice to be part of the wider welfare and 
financial issues for consumers in terms of 
income maximisation, debt management and 
household budgeting: 

‘Switching is about shopping around … it’s 
about basic budgeting skills for people.’

The importance of switching in alleviating fuel 
poverty was considered by most stakeholders 
to be increasingly due to rises in fuel prices, 
heightened awareness of switching and the 
increase in competitiveness between energy 
suppliers. 
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5.7 Summary and key  
 findings: Key stakeholders
The stakeholders aware of EBDS provided 
very positive feedback on the programme. 
The training sessions with advisers were 
considered to be successful in terms of 
uptake, content covered and impact. 
A particularly positive aspect was the 
programme’s ability to reach vulnerable 
people through working at a local level with 
CABs and training of numerous frontline 
advisers in a range of organisations. 

It is clear that working through local, trusted 
sources to offer advice to consumers is 
viewed as important by stakeholders, and 
also that longer-term help and support is likely 
to be required to encourage many consumers 
to switch. 

Switching is typically viewed as having an 
important role in alleviating fuel poverty, but is 
seen as part of the mix of advice and actions 
that can be used (alongside promoting lower 
energy prices for fuel poor households, clarity 
on tariffs, managing energy debt, energy 
efficiency, budget management, welfare 
support/reviews etc). As a result it is clear that 
stakeholders felt that switching advice should 
be integrated with mainstream energy advice 
programmes. 

Indeed, a key strength of what has been 
achieved in the EBDS programme was 
perceived by stakeholders to be training 
local trusted sources of advice. There may 
therefore be an opportunity to continue to 
broaden the EBDS programme to reach more 
advisers and organisations. In addition, many 
stakeholders felt there is an opportunity to 
include more switching advice into stage 2 of 
EAP – particularly given the current review of 
the EAP programme. 

There is also a need to ensure that switching 
advice and support can be developed to 
ensure that consumers are able to access 
longer-term support, assistance and 
reminders to help them to overcome the 
barriers to switching. 
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EBDS was established in response to 
research findings which showed that low 
income, vulnerable and disadvantaged 
consumers were less likely to switch their 
energy suppliers as a means of reducing 
energy bills. The main activity supported by 
EBDS was the delivery of training and support 
to frontline advisers, in a range of contexts, 
who have regular contact with those groups 
of consumers, to help build their capacity to 
assist clients through the switching process. 

EBDS training covered the switching 
process in considerable detail, including 
live demonstrations of the use of switching 
websites using participants’ bills, as well 
as explaining barriers to switching faced by 
different consumers. In addition, EBDS training 
covered a wider range of energy issues, 
including referrals to Scottish Government 
energy efficiency programmes and Consumer 
Focus Ask the Adviser telephone advice 
service. In total, Consumer Focus Scotland 
estimates that over 800 advisers were 
trained in a total of around 70 EBDS sessions 
between October 2010 and April 2012.

This evaluation has clearly demonstrated that 
EBDS training was very positively viewed by 
participants. The training has given advisers 
greater confidence to help clients reduce 
their energy bills through switching, but has 
also raised awareness about wider energy 
issues and support: 86 per cent of advisers 
indicated that they had more confidence in 
relation to the key topics of getting a better 
deal on gas and electricity, and 82 per cent 
reported that they knew more about where 
to go to get more information on switching or 
energy efficiency.

However, detailed analysis shows that 
advisers are making use of the information 
provided in different ways. Advisers can be 
divided into three groups, each of which 
represents around one-third of the total:

 ● The first group are making extensive use 
of the training and, in particular, are helping 
clients switch on a regular basis. Based 
on the data fed back from advisers on the 
levels of savings made from switching, the 
average (mean) estimated annual saving for 
an individual client was £76, with the largest 
annual energy saving reported being £540. 
The fact that these advisers are able to 
report, in some detail, on financial savings 
suggests that they are helping clients switch 
as part of face-to-face advice 

 ● The second group of advisers are 
regularly discussing the benefits of 
switching and of energy efficiency with 
clients, but are not helping them through 
the process. This is due to limited time 
with clients or job role constraints

 ● The third group of advisers are generally 
not covering switching or energy efficiency 
advice in their contacts with clients. 
Reasons for this are more to do with the 
nature of their role (non-client facing) or 
other issues being a higher priority with 
clients, rather than the impacts of any 
training

Findings from focus groups also show that 
vulnerable or disadvantaged consumers 
remain disengaged from energy markets. 
When they do seek advice in relation 
to switching or energy efficiency, these 
consumers will go to local sources of trusted 
advice, such as local authority or housing 
association staff.

6 Analysis, conclusions and  
 recommendations 
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Focus group participants also reported 
that, while they have high levels of trust in 
the services provided by CABs, they do not 
consider CAB staff to be a natural source 
of advice on energy issues; they are seen 
as providing a service when problems 
reach a crisis point. In terms of energy 
issues, this might relate more closely to 
debt management to reduce the threat 
of disconnection than to the possibility of 
reducing bills through switching. In contrast, 
advisers helping clients maximise income 
have both the time for, and the interest in, 
helping clients reduce energy costs. 

Similarly, participants said that they would 
not be likely to seek or respond to energy 
advice provided by community groups, 
social workers or health professionals, 
because energy issues were not seen as 
part of their role. 

These findings suggest that different types 
of advisers are likely to require different levels 
of training. There remains clear demand for 
detailed training on switching, most notably 
from advisers who are comfortable offering 
detailed financial advice to clients, and 
who are able to do so as part of their role. 
However, there is also a need for robust, 
comprehensive energy advice, and for 
associated training, which can be used easily 
by advisers who do not have the time or the 
confidence to advise consumers in detail. 

These differences were echoed by findings 
in relation to future training needs. Although 
over two-thirds of advisers would value more 
training on the topic of helping people to save 
money on their energy bills, the particular 
topic of additional training required was not 
uniform across advisers. The desire for more 
information on certain topics in future training 
reflected the particular interest and relevance 
of different advisers’ roles – rather than any 
major gaps in the training. This is a function 
of the fact that the training was directed 
at a range of adviser types rather than at 
specialists in particular roles.

Impact of training
It is only possible to give indicative impacts of 
the training. On the basis of the information 
provided only by the first group of advisers, 
this evaluation suggests a total annual saving 
of between £510,000 and £765,000 per 
annum in energy bills, benefiting between 
6,500 and 10,000 consumers. 

However, these impacts do not take account 
of the effects associated with signposting 
advice on switching offered by the second 
group of advisers (who could only offer 
advice). Further, the figures do not reflect 
wider benefits for consumers, such as 
increased take-up of energy efficiency 
measures or wider energy advice also 
promoted through EBDS training. Consumer 
Focus data, for example, show that enquiries 
from advisers based in Scotland to the Ask 
the Adviser telephone service rose during the 
period of EBDS training. 
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Consumer Focus Scotland estimates that 
the total cost of the EBDS programme, 
including promotion, training and staff time 
was around £150,000, of which £20,000 was 
provided by Ofgem. Given the impacts, this 
investment represents very good value for 
consumers. This is particularly the case given 
the consumers helped by advisers are likely to 
be at greater risk of fuel poverty. 

Overall, the conclusion of this evaluation 
is that EBDS has been very successful 
in meeting its delivery aims. However, it 
is important to note that the number of 
consumers benefiting from EBDS remains 
very limited when compared to the scale of 
need and the number of people in fuel poverty 
in Scotland. Current Scottish Government 
estimates are that some 35 per cent of 
all Scottish households are fuel poor; and 
that the proportion has risen as a result of 
increasing energy prices.9 

Scottish Government data also show that 
while energy efficiency is fundamental 
to addressing fuel poverty, it will not 
be sufficient on its own because of the 
combination of low incomes and rising 
energy prices. Although the risk of fuel 
poverty is far greater in less energy efficient 
houses, there are increasing numbers of 
fuel poor consumers living in houses rated 
‘NHER good’ (National Home Energy Rating) 
for energy efficiency. 

9 bit.ly/xW4mNs

Current Scottish Government fuel poverty 
programmes concentrate on the delivery 
of energy efficiency measures and income 
maximisation, and tariff advice is incorporated 
only to a limited extent. This focus reflects the 
circumstances in which the programmes were 
designed, when energy prices were relatively 
low compared to current prices. Stakeholder 
interviews conducted as part of this 
evaluation reflect the growing recognition that 
there is now a growing role for tariff advice 
alongside energy efficiency. At the same time, 
the evaluation shows that not all advisers 
can ‘hand-hold’ clients through the switching 
process. An approach which provides tariff 
advice is therefore needed to address both of 
these circumstances. 

A new initiative – Energy Best Deal Plus (EBD 
Plus) – was recently launched in Scotland10 
(see section 1). The project was developed by 
the Scottish Government, energy companies, 
CAS and Consumer Focus Scotland, and 
provides a middle ground in terms of tariff 
advice. The EBD Plus approach recognises 
that many advisers do not have the time, 
or do not feel sufficiently comfortable, to 
provide detailed advice on switching supplier. 
Accordingly, all suppliers have joined up 
their existing services so that advice on the 
different tariffs offered by each company, 
on eligibility for reduced cost tariffs such as 
the Warm Home Discount, and on energy 
efficiency, is available in an integrated way to 
consumers calling a single number. 

10 bit.ly/RG6T5Y 
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This approach has the advantage that it 
does not require the adviser to offer detailed 
advice; all that is necessary is for the adviser 
to help their client call the number of their 
current electricity supplier, and the advice will 
be provided by the supplier staff. While this 
will not necessarily ensure consumers have 
access to the best deal available on the open 
market, it is hoped that it will deliver significant 
gains when compared to current approaches. 

More widely, it is important to emphasise that 
the need for tariff advice is a consequence of 
the energy market being seen by consumers 
as an overly complex one in which they 
lack trust. Ofgem is continuing to introduce 
reforms which should, ultimately, simplify 
the market for consumers, and individual 
energy companies are also responding to this 
challenge. It will take time for these measures 
to have an impact, however. In the short to 
medium term, there are opportunities to build 
on the findings of this evaluation, and these 
are detailed below.

Conclusions and recommendations
This evaluation has demonstrated the high 
level of effectiveness of EBDS in terms of 
training advisers, giving them confidence in 
offering advice on switching, and in realising 
impacts for consumers. The findings are 
relevant both to those involved in delivery 
of energy-related training at present, and 
also to those, including Ofgem and Energy 
Companies, who fund or have influence over 
training programmes. 

Tariff advice, integrated with energy efficiency 
and income maximisation services, can help 
address fuel poverty. In order to achieve this 
effectively, there is a need for a number of 
different approaches to be taken.

Recommendation: Training on tariff advice 
should be refined and made available in forms 
suitable for advisers who work on these issues. 

There remains a need for detailed training on 
tariff and energy debt issues. The evaluation 
suggests that advisers whose remits 
cover income maximisation and financial 
management, regardless of the organisation 
in which they are based, are best placed to 
make use of this detailed training. There is also 
some interest in detailed training from advisers 
working in mainstream energy advice services. 

Recommendation: The EBD Plus approach, 
subject to evaluation of the pilot phase, 
should be rolled-out more widely to frontline 
advisers, backed up by simple materials. 

It is clear that many advisers are not 
comfortable helping consumers switch 
suppliers, or are unable to do so due to the 
constraints of their role. The EBD Plus model, 
currently being piloted by CAS, represents 
an approach which, subject to evaluation of 
the pilot phase, may benefit consumers while 
reflecting advisers’ circumstances. Under 
EBD Plus, each energy company provides 
a single phone number, promoted through 
advisers, as a point of contact for vulnerable 
and disadvantaged consumers. Advisers 
need only support clients to call the number 
provided by their electricity supplier. Taking 
account of individual circumstances, energy 
company staff identify their most appropriate 
tariff for each consumer, and also check the 
consumer’s eligibility for wider support such as 
the Warm Home Discount, energy efficiency 
services, and the Priority Services Register. 
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Subject to evaluation of its effectiveness, this 
approach should be rolled-out to frontline 
advisers trusted by consumers, including 
those based in local authorities, housing 
associations and NGOs. 

Recommendation: CAS should continue 
to expand and promote energy advice 
services available to clients, emphasising the 
availability of on-going advice, in addition to 
provision of advice at crisis point.

The evaluation shows that CAB staff are 
very strongly trusted by vulnerable and 
disadvantaged consumers, especially when 
seeking advice on urgent concerns. However, 
CABs are not yet widely seen as a source of 
advice on energy issues. Further promotion 
of this role would help consumers access 
services already available. 
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Annex 1 Findings from pre- and post-  
 training questionnaires

This annex presents an aggregated analysis 
of the data from pre- and post- training 
questionnaires issued to all recipients of 
the training. These questionnaires were not 
designed or administered by Changeworks – 
data was provided to Changeworks by us. 

Data is presented in charts with the responses 
from the different organisations that organised 
the training – Money Advice Scotland (MAS),  
and Energy Action Scotland, (EAS) – presented 
separately. All questions were in the form of 
statements, with responses based on Likert 
scales (10 = agree strongly and 1 = disagree 
strongly). Mean averages of all responses are 
presented. Base sizes were as follows:

 ● MAS, Pre = 150 

 ● EAS, Pre = 274

 ● MAS, Post =159

 ● EAS, Post = 255

The charts below show that trainees’ 
understanding of the key issues (consumer 
energy, switching, wider services and the 
EAP) markedly improved after the training. 
The charts also show that there were no 
significant differences between the impact 
of the different training providers on this 
understanding – with very similar responses 
from EAS and MAS trainees.

Figure 12 Understanding consumer energy issues generally
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Figure 13 Understanding of the extent to which switching can reduce your client's costs
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Figure 14 Awareness of the wider services and specific support in energy issues
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Figure 15 Understanding the services and eligability criteria for The Scottish Government EAP
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Figure 16 Questions post training

Would you recommend the session
to your colleagues/partners

Did you find the training beneficial?

How much knowledge about
Consumer Focus Scotland
and EST/EAS did you have

prior to today
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Annex 2 Survey of advisers
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Annex 3 Topic guides

Topic Guide – Stakeholders 
Approach

 ● Six key stakeholders who have strategic 
inputs in relation to the EBDS and related 
agendas will be interviewed

 ● The diverse selection of respondents means 
that not all questions will be relevant to all 
stakeholders. Interviewers will adapt and 
add to the below to make the questioning 
relevant and appropriate.

Introduction/ warm up 
 ● Introduction by interviewer to respondent 

 ● Explanation/ reassurance of confidentiality 
and anonymity

 ● Explanation of rules of engagement; not a 
test, no right or wrong answers

 ● Introduction to topic and purpose of 
evaluation

 ● Could I just confirm what your job role 
is and how it is related to switching, fuel 
poverty and the EBDS agenda?

The effectiveness of the Energy Best 
Deal Scotland 

 ● What are your overall thoughts on the EBDS 
programme and training?

 ● Where has it been successful?

 – In terms of training delivery?

 – Accessing the right sort of advisers?

 – Accessing those who need advice?

 – Making a real impact on those that need 
to switch?

 ● What have been the limitations or 
challenges of the programme?

 – Does it need to do anything else to 
encourage or support people to switch?

 – Has the training been targeted 
effectively?

 – Are the right people being trained?

 – Has the training included the right 
content?

Ask respondents to comment on key 
findings from the survey if available / 
possible for later interviewees

 ● Are there overlaps with other programmes 
of which you are aware?

 – What are these?

 – Are there other opportunities for advice 
or support?

 ● How would you develop the training to 
improve it?

 ● How best could the training be 
mainstreamed?
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Other sources of advice on switching
 ● How can poorer households get better 

advice on switching to lower tariffs and 
suppliers? 

 ● Pros and cons of providing that advice in 
different ways to consumers?

 ● How can we better integrate tariff advice 
into existing programmes (bring switching to 
the vast majority rather than the select few)? 

 ● What should suppliers do/what should their 
role be in moving customers to better tariffs?

 ● How best can the energy best deal 
message be communicated to low income 
consumers?

 ● How best can we change low-income 
consumers’ attitudes with regard to 
switching?

 ● How can advice and support in general be 
mainstreamed?

 ● What are the barriers to further rolling out 
switching advice / services in Scotland?

Links to wider fuel poverty and 
climate change agendas

 ● What are the policy/delivery links of switching 
advice to the wider policy agendas:

 – Fuel poverty

 – Climate change

 ● Which stakeholders should be involved?

 – Strategically?

 – At delivery level?

 ● Are there any emerging policy or delivery 
opportunities that you think may mean 
that switching could be made easier for 
householders?

 ● How could tariff advice be integrated into 
next generation of energy efficiency/fuel 
poverty programmes?

Switching vs energy efficiency and 
fuel poverty

 ● What do you feel is the relative importance 
of switching vs energy efficiency measures 
in alleviating fuel poverty?

 – How important is tariff advice (relative to 
other issues)?

 – Has this changed recently?

 – Where do you feel the focus should lie?

 ● Who should take the lead on these different 
issues?

 ● Where should consumers look for support?

 ● Are you aware of the Hills review and 
proposals for revising fuel poverty 
calculations?

 ● Do you feel this may have an impact on 
what sort of support is required or delivered 
to alleviate fuel poverty?

Sum up
 ● Do you have any other comments on the 

EBDS training?

Summarise, thank and close session
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Topic Guide – Consumers 
Approach

 ● Group 1: Mix of those who have not 
received advice and those who have 
received general energy advice (non-
switching) 

 ● Group 2: Mix of those who have received 
general energy advice (non-switching) and 
those who have received switching advice

Introduction/ warm up 
 ● Welcome to the session

 ● Introduction by interviewer to respondent 
and explanation/reassurance of 
confidentiality 

 ● Explanation of rules of engagement of 
group: take part; not a test; no right or 
wrong answers; enjoy!

 ● Introduction to topic: accessing advice on 
energy saving and other issues

 ● Introduction to respondents: name, where 
live, what kind of heating system and fuel 
they have and how they pay (prepayments 
meter; Direct Debit; quarterly bills etc.)

Experience of Advice
 ● All of you are either waiting or have had 

energy advice from Changeworks team 
members:

 – What do you/ did you want to find out?

 – What kind of help were/ are you 
expecting to get?

 � What difference has it made?

 – How/where did you find out about 
Changeworks? 

 – Who else have you asked for energy 
advice? 

 � Why these sources?

 � What was it? Was it useful?

Trusted sources for advice 
 ● We want to talk a bit about advice in 

general and then go back to talking about 
energy advice. We are interested in who 
you would go to get advice on a range of 
different issues.

 ● Which trusted sources would use to get:

 – Advice on running your home in general, 
cooking, staying healthy

 – Advice on managing your money 

 – Advice on managing energy or fuel use

List of showcards for different sources:
 ● Carers

 ● Health visitors/community nurses 

 ● Social workers

 ● Citizens Advice Bureau

 ● Housing officers

 ● Local community support group/information 
support shop

 ● Money advisers

 ● Council advice shop

 ● Friends, neighbours and family

 ● Electricity and gas companies

 ● Newspapers or magazines

 ● Websites
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Go through each topic in turn; get 
respondents in two groups to sort into 
sources that they:

 ● Would be likely to use 

 ● May use

 ● Would not use 

 ● Would trust 

 ● May trust

 ● Would not trust PROBE ON EACH 
SOURCE:

 ● Why would you choose each one?

 ● What sort of information would you expect 
from these organisations/ why? 

 ● Would it be impartial?

 ● Trustworthy?

 ● Is there anyone else you think you might use?

 ● Could they access this source? Eg if it is 
online they may be unable to access

 ● Can you think of any examples of when you 
have received particularly good advice in the 
past year?

 ● Do you prefer to receive advice over the 
phone/face-to-face/online? 

Switching
 ● Did you know it might be possible to get 

a better deal on your gas and electricity 
if you switch tariff or your gas/electricity 
company?

 – If yes, how did you find this out?

 – Do you believe you could get a better 
deal? – or do you think they are all 
roughly the same?

 ● Apart from when moving house, have you 
ever changed your gas or electricity supplier? 

 – Why did you do it?

 � Looked for the best deal?

 � Responded to info from energy 
supplier / salesperson?

 – Do you know what you have to do?

 – How much money did you save by 
switching? 

For those who haven’t tried to switch
 ● Why haven’t you switched?

Probe on following barriers, but do not 
dwell extensively on this section.

 – Access to IT

 – Trust issues in relation to supplier

 – Difficulty in talking to suppliers

 – Understanding of market etc.

 ● If you wanted to find out more about how 
to switch tariff or get a better deal on 
your energy is there anyone in particular 
who you think would be best to go to for 
information? 
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Refer to previous list of sources – use 
if appropriate and probe extensively

 ● What help, support and assistance do you 
think you would need to switch your energy 
supplier or tariff?

Probe on

 – Someone to sit down and take you 
through it

 – Someone to act as an agent

 – Someone to search for them to get the 
best deal.

 – To help understand complexity of energy 
bills and tariffs

 ● Any other comments on receiving advice on 
energy?

Summarise, thank and close session

Topic Guide – Advisers 
Approach

 ● Advisers who have been trained through 
EBDS will be interviewed

 ● Interviews will be 15 – 20 minutes at a 
prearranged time 

 ● The selection of interviewees will represent 
different dates of EBDS training (especially 
in relation to Phase 1 and Phase 2), and 
different organisations (eg CAB, housing 
associations and health and social care 
organisations)

Introduction/ warm up 
 ● Introduction by interviewer to respondent 

 ● Explanation/ reassurance of confidentiality 
and anonymity

 ● Explanation of rules of engagement; not a 
test, no right or wrong answers

 ● Introduction to topic and purpose of 
evaluation

Introduction to job role & training 
 ● What is your job role?

 – Check/confirm survey data; If not clear, 
ask what this involves

 ● Is providing energy advice a major part of 
your job role?

 – Ie main job role / small component

 – identify whether this may have changed 
since taking part in EBDS training

 ● How would you describe the clients you 
work with?

 – eg particular age group / ethnicity / etc. 
Gauge of how vulnerable 
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Usefulness of EBDS training
 ● How useful did you find the EBDS training? 

 – In the survey you said it was not at all/ 
not very/very relevant [insert response] to 
your job; why did you say that?

 – Did you learn a lot/did you already know 
a lot?

 – Was it effective in how it was delivered?

 ● Did you find any part of the training 
particularly useful? If so, what? 

 – Prompts: 

 � switching energy suppliers/tariffs

 � general information about energy 
market

 � reducing energy use through changing 
behaviour

 � energy efficiency measures

 � funding available

 – Probe on:

 � Why found it useful?

 � Which particular element of this they 
use / have used

 ● Was there anything in the training that you 
felt was not useful or relevant?

 – See prompts above

Reach of training
 ● Do you think that the knowledge that this 

training provided you with is important in the 
majority of your interactions with clients?

 – Why/why not?

 – If training was received a while ago, do 
you think you use the information more 
or less that you did immediately after 
training? Why? 

 ● Which energy issues do you most frequently 
advise your clients on?

 – Prompts:

 � Switching supplier or tariff

 � Energy saving behaviours

 � Energy efficiency measures / funding 
available for measures

 ● Can you explain what the key messages are 
for your clients?

 ● Has the training enabled you to advise your 
clients to make savings in relation to these 
issues? Do you know how much they may 
have saved?

 ● Do you normally advise on these issues 
because clients raise concerns about them, 
you recognise a potential need for them, or 
both?

 ● If clients are interested in energy switching, 
how fully do you guide them through the 
process?

 – Prompt on: Do you act as an advocate? 
Point them to information/websites? Sit 
with them on the phone etc?

 ● Are you aware of how frequently your clients 
make money savings after your advice?

 – Ie do you have this information or do you 
not know

 ● [Refer to survey] You said you had / had not 
passed on information you learnt from the 
training to your colleagues?

 – Why / why not?

 – Have they been able to use it?

 – Have colleagues also been on training 
course?

 ● Have you looking into switching suppliers or 
tariffs yourself as a result of the training?
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Improving the EBDS training
 ● Are there any issues about reducing clients’ 

energy bills that you feel were missed from 
the training session or you would like more 
information on? 

 ● Are there issues that were missed or new 
issues that have arisen due to changing 
energy context (eg move from social tariffs 
to warm homes discount)?

 – If answered yes, have you managed to 
find information on this new issue and 
where from? 

 ● You said you would/would not like follow-up 
or updated training on [insert training type]? 
[refer to survey data] 

 – Why do you say this?

 – How do you think it would it help?

 ● How you would like to receive this training? 
[refer to survey data]

 – eg a follow-up training session, online 
information, written information.

 ● Can you think of any other organisations 
which would benefit from receiving EBDS 
training to help reach vulnerable people? 

 ● Would you like to see any other 
improvements in the training? 

Close
 ● Do you have any other comments on the 

EBDS training?

Summarise, thank and close session
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If you have any questions or would like further information about our research, 
please contact Andrew Faulk, by telephone on 0141 226 5261 or  
via email andrew.faulk@consumerfocus.org.uk

For regular updates from Consumer Focus, sign up to our  
monthly e-newsletter by emailing enews@consumerfocus.org.uk

We can often make our publications available in alternative formats. 
Please contact us for details.

Deaf, hard of hearing or speech impaired consumers  
can contact Consumer Focus via Text Relay: 

From a textphone, call 18001 020 7799 7900 

From a telephone, call 18002 020 7799 7900 
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