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1.1  Introduction  
 

This Executive Summary provides an overview of the research findings from a programme of 

research conducted on behalf of Northern Ireland Electricity Networks (NIE Networks), in 

conjunction with the Consumer Council, the Utility Regulator and the Department for 

Enterprise, Trade and Investment (DETI). Detailed research findings are provided in separate 

annexes, and include separate detail for domestic customers, non-domestic customers and 

stakeholders.  

 

Terms of reference  
The Consumer Engagement Advisory Panel (CEAP), comprising of representatives from NIE 

Networks, the Consumer Council, the Utility Regulator and DETI, commissioned Perceptive 

Insight, in partnership with Queenôs University, to undertake a comprehensive study of 

consumer and stakeholder views to inform the preparation processes for Regulatory Period 6 

(RP6). 

 

Aims and objectives  

The aim of the project was to plan, implement, analyse and report on a programme of research 

designed to ascertain the views of NIE Networksô consumers.  The research encompassed 

both qualitative and quantitative research techniques including consultation with domestic 

customers, non-domestic customers and stakeholders. The objectives were: 

ā To investigate consumer views of the electricity network and customer services, and the 

areas they want NIE Networks to prioritise and improve; 

ā To provide qualitative, quantitative and actionable data that can be used to inform and 

prioritise NIE Networksô investment planning; 

­ Examine consumer views across segments, contact channels and service events; 

­ Determine customer rating of individual service levels; 

­ Consider investment trade-offs; 

­ Review the business plan against consumer priorities. 

ā To understand how consumers think service delivery can be improved and by when; 

ā To assess levels of satisfaction and opinion of NIE Networks; 

ā To provide views and actionable data to inform NIE Networksô strategic direction for 

customer services including; 

­ Assessing current and future preferred contact channels, use of technology, and 

provision of information; 

­ Assessing current and preferred customer services, potential gaps in service, service 

levels and promises and Customer Care Register provision; 

­ To understand what key metrics consumers value for measuring performance levels 

during RP6; and 

­ Consumer education; and 

ā To continue to engage with consumers during the planning period of RP6 through to the 

Business Plan submission to the Utility Regulator, so as to validate with customers that 

the survey findings have been reflected in the Business Plan. 
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Methodology  
The following diagram outlines the phased approach and the key steps that were undertaken 

in the implementation of this project. Additional methodological detail is provided at Annex A. 

 

 
  

P
la

n
n

in
g

 &
 

d
e

s
ig

n

P
h

a
s
e
 1

P
h

a
s
e
 2

A
n

a
ly

s
is

 &
 

re
p

o
rt

in
g

P
h

a
s

e
 3

: 

B
u

s
in

e
s

s
 

P
la

n
 

C
o

n
s

u
lt

a
ti

o
n

Planning meeting

Literature review

- Discuss scope of research

- Agree timetable

- Agree reporting arrangements

- Review published research

- Explore secondary data

- Compile interim report

12 deliberative focus 

groups with domestic 

consumers

15 depth interviews with 

non-domestic 

consumers

5 deliberative 

workshops with key 

stakeholder groups

Reporting of key findings and development of stated preference design

1,205 random pre-selected 

interviews with domestic customers 

ïIncorporating three elements of 

stated preference design

508 telephone interviews with non 

domestic customers

- option for stated preference 

design

Understanding of customersô view and priorities

Development of draft business plan options

Final draft business plan

P
h

a
s
e
 4

: 

B
u

s
in

e
s

s
 

P
la

n
 

O
u

tc
o

m
e
s

Literature review and dissemination of impact of consumer engagement on final 

business plan to interested stakeholders

Literature review of best 

practice customer and 

stakeholder engagement.

Final feedback from 

customers

Stakeholder telephone 

calls

4 re-convened focus 

groups with domestic 

customers 

8 re-convened depth 

interviews with non 

domestic customers

A stakeholder workshop



 

3 

 

Structure of this report  
The remainder of this report summarises the key findings from each phase of the wider 

research. Findings are explored thematically, and include sub-group analysis by domestic, 

non-domestic, stakeholder and literary sources from across each phase of the research. 

 

The remainder of this report is structured under the following headings: 

 

ā Maintaining current service levels; 

ā Improving customer service; 

ā Reducing unplanned power cuts; 

ā Increasing resilience to severe weather; 

ā Future strategy; 

ā Willingness to pay and overall investment priorities; and 

ā Approaches to consumer engagement. 

 

ā Annex A: Detailed methodology 

ā Annex B: Investment options for RP6 

 

It should be noted that there were a number of areas of service provision that were explored 

during the first phase of the research. However, due to lack of support to fund improvements 

in these services, they were not included at later phases of the research. The areas not 

explored in greater depth include: 

ā Investments to underground overhead lines in areas of outstanding natural beauty; 

ā Investments to underground overhead lines in urban areas; and 

ā Investments to resolve bird fouling issues. 
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1.2  Maintaining  current service levels  
 

This section details key research findings across all phases of the research (including 

qualitative and quantitative consultation with domestic customers, non-domestic customers 

and stakeholders) on the theme of maintaining current service levels.  

 

The section initially outlines NIE Networksô current position, and subsequently details the 

corresponding views of domestic customers, and stakeholders in turn. Details of NIE 

Networksô proposed options for investment have been provided at Annex B. 

 

NIE Networksõ current position 
NIE Networks has a proven track record of delivering a continually improving service to 

customers. For example: 

ā This is reflected in a 35% reduction in network charges since NIE Networks was privatised 

in 1993, achieved against the background of significantly increased capital investment; 

ā The key metric of network performance, ócustomer minutes lost due to faultsô, is now 

approximately one third of what it was at privatisation and it benchmarks well with GB 

networks with comparable network technologies; and 

ā Since commencement of RP5, there have been no defaults against NIE Networksô 

guaranteed standards (i.e. standards in place to address customer issues and queries as 

quickly as possible), all targets for overall standards have been met, and only 11 

complaints have been referred to the Consumer Council for NI. 

 

The drive for business efficiency makes sense for NIE Networks. It is NIE Networksô intention 

to continue to put customers at the centre of their delivery approach between 2017 and 2024.  
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Domestic customers õ views on maintaining current service 
levels  
Phase 1 - qualitative  

Phase 1 qualitative focus group discussions with domestic customers explored the following 

sub-themes, the findings from which are detailed thereafter: 

ā Views on service provision (both generally and with specific regard to electricity); 

ā Knowledge of and contact with NIE Networks; and 

ā Experience of electricity related issues. 

 

Views on service provision  

Participants were asked to reflect on which aspects of government and public service are of 

most importance to them, which parts work well and which aspects could be improved.  The 

aim of this part of the discussion was to determine if NIE Networks was identified 

spontaneously as a good or poor provider of services. Key findings included: 

ā NIE Networks was not mentioned specifically, rather, comments reflected on the general 

provision of electricity. Upon probing, however, all had heard of NIE Networks; 

ā There was little distinguishability between NIE Networks and the electricity suppliers; and 

ā Despite being considered to be óessentialô, it was suggested that electricity is not ótop of 

mindô as a public service, and is instead taken for granted. 

 

Knowledge of and contact  with  NIE Networks 

In some instances there was confusion about the role of NIE Networks and the suppliers. 

ā Some remarked that they believe NIE Networks to be the general óprovidersô of electricity; 

ā Confusion was particularly evident between NIE Networks and Power NI; 

ā A few also suggested that NIE Networks generates electricity; and 

ā Upon being informed of NIE Networksô role, some struggled to grasp how it differed from 

suppliers. 

 

It became apparent that the level of knowledge in relation to service provision was dependent 

on the customersô amount of contact with NIE Networks. Analysis by location reveals that: 

ā Participants from urban areas tended to have limited interaction with NIE Networks, other 

than for a meter reading, given that they experience few issues with their electricity supply; 

ā Those from rural areas, who had more outages and contact with NIE Networks, tended to 

be slightly more knowledgeable about who to contact and the structure of the market. 

 

Experience of electricity related issues  

With regard to service provision in the last 12 months: 

ā Few had experienced electricity related issues, particularly in urban areas; 

ā While there was experience of power cuts in rural groups, this was viewed as not a major 

problem, particularly compared with previous years; and 

ā There was recognition that service levels had improved compared to previously, with 

customers reluctant to accept a lower standard of service in the future. 

 

Phase 2 - quantitative  

The following paragraphs outline the key findings from the phase 2 quantitative survey of 

domestic customers, which are detailed under the headings: 

ā Advocacy of NIE Networksô services; and 
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ā Opinions of NIE Networks. 

 
Advocacy of NIE Networksõ services 

Respondents were asked a number of questions to capture their perceptions of NIE Networks 

and ascertain the extent to which they are positive or critical of the services provided. Overall: 

ā Few respondents (3%) indicated that they would be critical of the service provided by NIE 

Networks, with only 1% stating that they would offer this opinion spontaneously; 

ā The majority reported that they would speak highly of the service provided (52%); 38% 

indicated that they would speak neither positively or negatively of the service; and 3% 

would speak negatively of the service; and 

ā Those who had more than one planned outage (14%), those who experienced a planned 

outage lasting more than four hours (11%), and those who had an unplanned outage 

lasting more than three hours (13%) were more inclined to speak negatively of the service.  

 

Opinion s of NIE Networks  

Respondents were then asked a number of questions to capture their perceptions of NIE 

Networks, and the way in which the organisation is monitored. Overall: 

ā Almost three quarters (72%) agreed with the statement that NIE Networks is striving to 

become more efficient; while only 2% disagreed; 

ā The same proportion (72%) trust that NIE Networks will be effectively monitored while 2% 

disagreed; and 

ā 86% agreed that they are satisfied with the services provided by NIE Networks. This 

compares to 2% who indicated that they are not satisfied.  

 
Phase 3 - qualitative  

The re-convened domestic customer focus group discussions were used to gather insight into 

domestic customersô views on NIE Networksô ómaintaining current service levelsô proposals for 

RP6. When discussing the issue of maintaining current service levels as a minimum:  

ā Domestic customers across all groups reaffirmed the findings from Phase 1, confirming 

that they are satisfied with the service levels they are receiving from NIE Networks; and 

ā All participants across all groups strongly agreed that the service levels should not be 

lowered under any circumstance.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Domestic customersõ views on maintaining current service levels  

ā Findings from phase 1 and phase 2 reveal a high level of satisfaction with regard to the 

service provided by NIE Networks. Indeed, few respondents reported that they would 

be critical of the service provided by NIE Networks. 

ā Specifically, the majority of respondents reported that they trust that NIE Networks is 

striving to become more efficient, they have trust that NIE Networks will be effectively 

monitored and that they are satisfied with the services provided by NIE Networks.  

ā Given the largely positive opinion of NIE Networks across both the qualitative and 

quantitative strands of research undertaken with domestic customers, it is not surprising 

that customers reported that they would be unwilling to accept a lower standard of 

service from NIE Networks. 

 

Overall, domestic customers agree with NIE Networksô proposals to maintain 

current service levels as a minimum. 
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Non-domestic customers  views on maintaining current 
service levels  
Phase 1 - qualitative  

Phase 1 interviews with non-domestic customers were again used to ascertain customersô 

views of NIE Networks and their perceptions of current service levels. As such, phase 1 

discussions with non-domestic customers explored the following sub-themes: 

ā Importance of the availability of electricity services; 

ā Awareness of the role of NIE; and 

ā Experience of electricity related issues. 

 
Importance of the availability of electricity services  

The interviews commenced by ascertaining the extent to which electricity services are 

important to the operation of non-domestic customersô organisations and commercial 

businesses. The interview findings suggest that: 

ā Irrespective of sector, size and level of usage, respondents indicated that electricity 

services are óvitalô or ócrucialô to their respective organisations; 

ā Although large organisations reported that they have back-up generation, the extent to 

which they can sustain their operations without normal electricity supply varies, and as 

such, they described security of supply as critical; and 

ā Other non-domestic customers highlighted the importance of a consistent voltage, as 

sudden changes can cause damage to machinery or equipment. 

 

Awareness of the role of NIE Networks  

Respondents were asked about their knowledge of the role of NIE Networks.  

ā Large organisations were more aware of the specifics of NIE Networksô role than small or 

medium sized organisations. This is perhaps a reflection of the fact that the larger 

organisations have energy and sustainability directors who work with NIE Networks on a 

more regular basis; 

ā While awareness and understanding of NIE Networksô role is greater among larger 

organisations, one large manufacturer took this opportunity to comment that NIE Networks 

is not particularly engaging with customers; and 

ā NIE Networks and its role was somewhat more ambiguous to small and medium sized 

organisations, with many reporting that they are unsure of the relationship between NIE 

Networks and Power NI. A few also queried whether NIE Networks supplies electricity. 

 

Experience of electricity related issues  

Although few respondents reported any electricity related issues over the last 12 months, of 

those that did, respondents suggest that: 

ā It was mainly infrequent occurrences of brown-outs or a one-off power failure; 

ā They tended to be planned (whereby the organisation was notified in advance); and 

ā Disturbances tended to be mitigated by the use of generators. 

 

However, there was negative feedback in relation to connections: 

ā Respondents with experience of connections all reported having issues with NIE Networks 

and the connections process.  Indeed, while there was an understanding that this was not 

necessarily an issue regarding supply, respondents were keen to point out at an early 

stage how problematic connections have proved. 
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Phase 2 - quantitative  

Non-domestic customers were asked a number of questions through a survey to capture their 

perceptions of NIE Networks and ascertain the extent to which they would be positive or critical 

of the services provided through use of a quantitative survey. The following paragraphs outline 

the key findings from this phase 2 activity, which are detailed under the headings: 

ā Advocacy of NIE Networksô services; and 

ā Opinions of NIE Networks. 
 

Advocacy of NIE Network sõ services 

Respondents were asked a number of questions to capture their perceptions of NIE Networks 

and ascertain the extent to which they are positive or critical of the services provided. For 

example, when asked how they would speak to colleagues about the electricity services 

provided by NIE Networks: 

ā Over half (53%) indicated that they would speak highly of the services provided; 

ā One in ten (11%) stated that they would speak highly of the services spontaneously; 

ā Just 5% held a critical stance; and  

ā Two fifths (38%) indicated that they are neither positive nor negative about the services. 

 

Further analysis revealed that: 

ā Those in the Manufacturing, Construction and Motor trades sector are most likely to speak 

highly of the services provided by NIE Networks; 

ā Those who work in Agriculture are more likely to be critical of the services provided; and 

ā Those from rural areas are more likely to be critical of the services provided; 

ā 10% who experienced a planned or unplanned interruption in the last 12 months were 

likely to be critical of NIE, compared with 3% who had not experienced an outage; and 

ā 25% of those who applied for a connection indicated that they would speak critically of the 

services compared with 4% of those with no experience of connections. 

 

Opinion of NIE  Networks  

Respondents were asked a number of questions to capture their perceptions of NIE Networks 

and the way in which the organisation is monitored. Overall: 

ā Over three quarters (78%) agreed with the statement that NIE Networks is striving to 

become more efficient; while only 3% disagreed; 

ā A similar proportion (77%) trust that NIE Networks will be effectively monitored, 3% 

disagreed and 20% indicated that they either had no opinion or were not sure; 

ā 75% agreed that they are satisfied with the services provided by NIE Networks. This 

compares to 4% who indicated that they are not satisfied; 

ā 68% agreed that NIE Networks understands the needs of their organisation, 4% disagreed 

and one quarter (25%) indicated that they held no opinion or were not sure;  

ā 72% agreed that NIE Networks is fair in their dealings with their organisation. A much 

smaller proportion (4%) disagreed with this statement; 

ā 72% agreed that it is easy to engage with the required personnel at NIE Networks. One in 

ten (10%) disagreed that this is the case; and 

ā A relatively high proportion of respondents indicated that they would be neither critical nor 

complimentary of the services provided by NIE Networks, suggesting that customers tend 

not to think about electricity services unless they encounter a problem. 
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Phase 3 - qualitative  

Having established non-domestic customersô views on service levels, the re-convened non-

domestic customer focus group discussions during phase 3 were used to gather insight into 

customersô views on NIE Networksô ómaintaining current service levelsô proposals. In summary: 

ā Almost all non-domestic customers stated that they were happy for NIE Networks to 

maintain their current service levels, as a minimum, until 2024. 

ā However, one non-domestic customer stressed that maintaining the current level of 

service ódid not go far enoughô. They stated: 
 

ñNIE Networks also need to take into account that continuous investment is needed. They 

shouldnôt just maintain. We would be willing to pay a bit more for a better service.ò  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
  

Non-domestic customersõ views on maintaining current service levels 

ā Non-domestic customers have a high level of satisfaction with regard to the service 

provided by NIE Networks.  

ā Electricity and security of supply was commonly described as óvitalô or ócrucialô. 

ā Non-domestic customers are more likely to be aware of the role of NIE Networks. 

ā Positive opinions are perhaps not surprising, given that very few respondents reported 

any electricity related issues over the last 12 months. Instead, the majority of negative 

comments were with regard to connections. 

ā The quantitative survey of businesses confirmed that over half (53%) would speak 

highly of the services provided. Just 5% held a critical stance. 

ā Given the largely positive opinion of NIE Networks, it is perhaps not surprising that all 

non-domestic customers who participated in the re-convened discussions were happy 

for NIE Networks to maintain their current service levels as minimum. 

 

Overall, non-domestic customers agree with NIE Networksô proposals to maintain 

current service levels as a minimum. It is worth noting, however, that some 

stressed that this should be óas a minimumô, as some considered that NIE Networks 

should continually invest in order to achieve more than ómaintenanceô alone. 



 

11 

 

Stakeholder  views on maintaining current service levels  
Phase 1 - qualitative  

During phase 1, workshops were held with a number of stakeholders, again to ascertain their 

views of NIE Networks. Feedback from these phase 1 workshops have been summarised 

under the following headings: 

ā Knowledge of and contact with NIE Networks; and 

ā Experience of electricity related issues. 

 

Knowledge of and c ontact  with  NIE Networks 

Initial workshops held with stakeholders revealed that: 

ā In contrast to the domestic customers, stakeholders had a generally good understanding 

of the electricity market; however they recognised that there is confusion amongst most 

customers about the role of NIE Networks;  

ā Some observed that domestic customers tend to have less interaction with NIE Networks 

while non-domestic customers have more interaction and therefore a greater 

understanding of NIE Networksô operations; 

ā In response, representatives recommended the need for clearer information, and a greater 

provision of information, to ensure increased awareness about whom to contact if issues 

arise and to clarify the role of NIE Networks compared to suppliers.  

 
Experience of electricity related issues  

The stakeholders noted that:  

ā The frequency of unplanned interruptions has reduced significantly in recent years, 

particularly with suppliers stating that they could not recall the last time a customer made 

contact to report a power cut; and  

ā They attributed this reduction to increased resilience in the network.  

 

Other than ópower cutsô the main areas for consideration highlighted by stakeholders included: 

ā Affordability: with some expressing concern about the price of electricity in NI compared 

with other parts of the UK; 

ā Accessibility: relating to capacity to connect to the grid; 

ā Difficulties relating to connection (with particular reference to business customers); and 

ā Increasing incidence of renewable energies and their impact on the network (put forward 

spontaneously by an environmental group). 

 
Phase 3 - qualitative  

During the stakeholder workshop, which took place in phase 3 of the research programme, 

participants were quizzed as to whether they agreed that NIE Networks should, as a minimum, 

maintain current levels of service.  Despite most participants agreeing with the proposal, some 

concerns were raised, including: 

ā Recognition that customers are not aware of their current service levels; 

ā Acknowledgement that some customers are unappreciative of the current standard of 

service; and 

ā A lack of available information on how much service levels would decrease relative to the 

costs of maintenance of an improved service. 
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Stakeholder  views on maintaining current service levels  

ā For the most part, stakeholders expressed positive views on the level of service 

provided by NIE Networks. 

ā Despite having a high level of awareness with regard to the role of NIE Networks, they 

acknowledged that this is not always the case for domestic and non-domestic 

customers. Stakeholders recommended that more could be done to keep other 

customers more informed.  

ā There was recognition that the frequency of unplanned interruptions has reduced 

significantly in recent years. Although this can be viewed positively, many stakeholders 

expressed concern over the affordability and accessibility of electricity in Northern 

Ireland. 

 

Overall, the majority of stakeholders agree with NIE Networksô proposals to 

maintain current service levels as a minimum. It is worth noting, however, that 

some expressed the view that domestic customers, non-domestic customers and 

stakeholders alike have limited information to make this decision. 
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1.3  Improving customer s ervice  
 

This section details key research findings across all phases of the research (including 

qualitative and quantitative consultation with domestic customers, non-domestic customers 

and stakeholders) on the theme of improving customer service. 

 

The section initially outlines NIE Networkôs current position with regard to customer service, 

and subsequently details the corresponding views of domestic customers, and stakeholders 

in turn. Please note that additional information on NIE Networksô investment proposals for 

improving customer service have been included at Annex B. 

 

NIE Networksõ current position 
NIE Networks is committed to keeping customers at the centre of focus. NIE Networks aim to 

provide a safe, reliable and responsive electricity service, which endeavours to meet the 

standard expected by customers.  

 

NIE Networksô track record for customer service includes: 

ā Responding to severe weather events: with a well-rehearsed emergency plan which 

includes óramping upô contact centre resources in order to deal with high volumes of calls 

during busy periods whilst maintain staff numbers at an efficient number for business-as-

usual activities; 

ā A dedicated team of Customer Relations Managers across NI who deal promptly with local 

customer issues; and 

ā Accredited asset management processes, to ensure that NIE Networks make the right 

asset investment decisions for customers.  

 

Over the last five years, NIE Networks has: 

ā Rolled out a major customer care training programme with a focus on customer service 

training; 

ā Introduced an online service allowing customers to report power cuts via their computer or 

internet enabled mobile phone; 

ā Introduced a 9:00am ï 4.30pm service on Twitter for information on power cuts and other 

queries; 

ā Improved systems to provide more accurate customer information during power cuts; 

ā Trialled óPowercheckô which is a network map that will allow customers to view power cut 

information in real time. This has since gone live.  
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Domestic customers õ views on improving customer service 
Phase 1 - qualitative  

This section summarises the domestic customerôs views on customer service. A series of 

questions were asked to ascertain what is deemed good customer service, views on any 

interaction with NIE Networks and preferred methods of contact. Findings include: 

ā What does good service mean to you; and 

ā Preferred methods for contacting NIE Networks. 

 

What does good service mean  to you? 

Participants highlighted a variety of characteristics, which they deem markers of quality 

customer service, including:  

ā The need for a dedicated personal service that will achieve efficient results; 

ā The provision of representatives who are empathetic, interested and willing to listen;  

ā The provision of representatives who can communicate well and sustain dialogue;  

ā Representatives who are familiar with the local area; and 

ā Avoidance of automated lines (though only a few had experience of NIEôs High Volume 

Call Answering (HVCA) system). 

 

Participants also revealed the nature of the information they require in the instance of a fault 

or power outage. Generally respondents wish to be informed of:  

ā The cause of the interruption;  

ā How it will be resolved; and 

ā A time frame of when the issue will be rectified.  

 
Preferred methods for contacting NIE  Networks  

Without exception, participants cited personal telephone call as the preferred communication 

channel in the event of unplanned power cuts, both excluding and including severe weather 

events. They commented on how they wish to have the opportunity to speak to informed 

personnel directly, preferably somebody who has the ability to provide assistance and inform 

them of the scale of the fault. Other accepted communication channels included: 

ā An automated service in times of high demand (such as during a severe weather event); 

ā The use of the HVCA system, provided there was accuracy of information; 

ā The use of innovative technologies, to reflect the potential evolving nature of 

communication up to 2022; 

ā The use of social media channels (such as Facebook) where they could access updates 

on planned and unplanned interruptions; 

ā A smart phone app to receive updates and as a means to provide meter readings; and 

ā Text message or real time web information in the event of an unplanned power cut. 

 

Further comments relating to customer service included the need for swift response in the use 

of all communication methods. 

 

Phase 2 - quantitative  

The quantitative survey of domestic customers aimed to build upon the focus group 

discussions by delving further into the communication methods used by customers in a range 

of situations (e.g. a planned / unplanned power cut or for non-urgent queries).  
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The findings have been summarised under the following headings: 

ā Contacting NIE Networks; and 

ā Contact methods used by NIE Networks. 

 

Contacting NIE Networks  

Survey respondents were asked to identify readily used modes of communication and their 

preferred methods for contacting NIE Networks. Again, a personal telephone call was 

consistently the preferred method of contact across a range of scenarios, for example:  

ā 79% chose a telephone call in the event of an unplanned cut not due to extreme weather; 

ā 73% chose to contact by telephone in the event of a power cut which is due to extreme 

weather; and 

ā 73% would choose a telephone call for non-urgent queries.  

 

Other preferred methods of communication put forward by survey participants have been 

summarised in table 1.4.1. 

 

Table 1.4.1: Methods used to communicate with NIE 

 Overall 

Which method of 
communication are you most 
likely to use to contact NIE in 
the event ofé 

An unplanned 
power cut, which 

is not due to 
extreme weather 

A power cut, 
which is due to 

extreme weather 
and affects a lot 

of people 

For non-urgent 
queries, such as 
new connections, 
when there is no 

power cut 

Phone ï personal 79% 73% 73% 

Phone ï automated message 12% 13% 11% 

Email 6% 6% 9% 

NIE Website 7% 7% 6% 

Text message 7% 7% 7% 

Facebook 2% 2% 1% 

Twitter 0% 0% 0% 

Letter - - 10% 

App 0% 0% 0% 

Online live chat 2% 1% 1% 

Other 12% 13% 8% 

Total 100% 100% 100% 

 

Contact methods used by NIE Networks  

Respondents were asked to provide their opinion on which methods of communication would 

be considered acceptable for NIE Networks to keep customers up to date. 

ā Over half (58%) considered a personal telephone call to be an acceptable communication 

method should NIE need to contact a customer; 

ā Almost one third (31%) deemed text message to be a suitable method (31%); 

ā 17% considered e-mail to be acceptable;  

ā In-person correspondence was deemed to be acceptable by 16% of respondents; while 

ā Lesser preferred methods included the NIE Networks website (12%); automated telephone 

calls (11%); press and media (7%); Facebook (4%); Twitter (1%) and the NIE Networksô 

smart phone app (1%). 



 

17 

 

 

As part of the quantitative survey of domestic customers were asked to scale their level of 

support for a number of suggested investment areas. With regard to improving customer 

service, 39% of domestic customers would lend their full support to investments to increase 

the options for communicating with customers during power cuts. Meanwhile, 6% would lend 

no support to this investment area. Further information on the overall investment priorities of 

domestic customers has been provided at section 1.7 of this report.  

 

Phase 3 - qualitative  

During the reconvened focus groups with domestic customers at Phase 3 of the research, all 

customers agreed that NIE Networks should focus its investment programme on improving 

customer service. Customers confirmed that: 

ā It was very important to them to be able to speak directly to an advisor; 

ā NIE Networks representatives should be helpful and act effectively on their matter, 

particularly in the case of reporting an initial power outage or during an emergency 

situation; 

ā It is important to be able to talk to someone about their initial query; 

ā They would be willing to consider other channels of communication for follow-up contact 

(such as email, social media or text messaging); 

ā Younger customers may be more comfortable with and trusting of newer forms of 

electronic communication, in turn highlighting the appropriateness of a multi-channel 

approach to customer service provision. 

 

When asked their views on whether they would register their telephone number or email to 

receive service updates from NIE Networks, most confirmed that they would provide this type 

of information, despite some concerns over how the information might be used. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Domestic customersõ views on improving customer service  

ā Domestic customers expressed a view that good customer service should include 

responsive, dedicated, knowledgeable and empathetic staff who can communicate 

effectively and obtain results. There was a general dislike for automated services. 

ā In the event of a disruption, domestic customers expressed that they would like to be 

informed of the cause of the interruption; how it will be resolved; and a time frame of 

when the issue will be rectified.  

ā Across all phases, telephone was cited as the preferred method of communication, both 

when contacting NIE Networks, and when receiving information from NIE Networks. 

However, a high proportion of participants would be supportive of a multi-channel 

approach to customer service provision (particularly younger participants). 

ā All domestic customers agreed that NIE Networks should focus its investment 

programme on improving customer service. 

 

Overall, domestic customers agree with NIE Networksô proposals to improve 

customer service. 
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Non-domestic customers õ views on improving customer 
service  
Phase 1 - qualitative  

This section summarises the non-domestic customerôs views on customer service. A series of 

questions were asked to ascertain what is deemed good customer service, views on any 

interaction with NIE, and preferred methods of contact. Findings are summarised under the 

following headings: 

ā What does good service mean to you; and 

ā Preferred methods for contacting NIE Networks. 

 
What does good customer service mean to you?  

Consistent with other stages of the research, non-domestic respondents were asked to 

summarise what good customer service means to them. It was found that: 

ā Good customer contact procedures, communication and the timely resolution of 

complaints were mentioned by all; 

ā Non-domestic customers want to know who to contact when they have a query and want 

straightforward communication with a knowledgeable customer service representative; 

ā Personal customer service was highlighted as a particularly important aspect of customer 

service among business contacts (e.g. the use of key customer account managers); 

ā Good customer service should include understanding and meeting the needs of larger 

businesses in particular; and 

ā Participants felt that timely communication and effective resolution of issues are central 

attributes of good customer service. 
 

Preferred methods for contacting NIE Networks  

Across all non-domestic customer groups, respondents consistently cited personal contact as 

the preferred communication channel. Within this: 

ā Key account managers were again mentioned as a preferred approach; 

ā Customers were generally unconcerned with the method of communication provided that 

they knew they were speaking with a knowledgeable representative who could rectify any 

issues; and 

ā Although respondents were not averse to communicating via other methods (including by 

email, text or through smartphone apps), this was consistently caveated with the statement 

that they would expect to be communicating with an account manager.  

 

In response to consultation questions on the theme of automated communication methods: 

ā Automated telephone services are not viewed positively by smaller businesses; 

ā Some mentioned that this method would be acceptable in the event of an outage provided 

it gives the right level of detail required (i.e. are NIE Networks aware of the issue, when it 

will be resolved and what to do if it is not resolved); 

ā Those that have experienced the HVCA system thought that it was satisfactory; however 

ā Overall, participants felt that automated telephone systems would be undesirable for 

issues such as connections or queries regarding planned interruptions. 
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Phase 2 - quantitative  

During the phase 2 quantitative survey, non-domestic respondents were asked to identify 

readily used modes of communication and their preferred methods for contacting NIE 

Networks. Findings are summarised under the following headings: 

ā General contact methods used in business circumstances; 

ā Contacting NIE Networks; and 

ā Contact methods used by NIE Networks. 

 

General contact methods used in business circumstances  

Of the range of communication methods put forward for óbusiness to businessô communication: 

ā Personal telephone (54%) and email (41%) were the most commonly identified; 

ā 28% avail of letters; 

ā Personal contact was mentioned by 23% of respondents; 

ā One fifth (20%) use websites; 

ā 16% tend to interact with businesses via a key account manager; while 

ā Social media platforms, such as Facebook and Twitter, were less readily utilised 

communication channels. 

 

Contacting NIE Networks  

Respondents were asked a number of questions to ascertain acceptable methods for 

contacting NIE Networks in certain situations (e.g. a power cut or for non-urgent queries). Key 

findings include: 

ā The vast majority want personal telephone access to NIE Networks in the instance of a 

power outage, regardless of whether it is due to extreme weather or not; 

ā Respondents were more likely to express tolerance for automated telephone contact and 

website provision in the instance of a severe weather event, perhaps indicating that they 

are mindful of the high volume of calls experienced by NIE Networks in such 

circumstances; 

ā Respondents were more accepting of other forms of contact in non-urgent cases, for 

example, when communicating with NIE Networks in relation to new connections (although 

telephone contact still remains the preferred contact method); and 

ā Overall, respondents indicated that they are much less likely to use more innovative 

methods such as social media or text message in any scenarios.  

 

Contact methods used by NIE Networks  

Businesses appear to be more flexible in relation to their preferred mode of communication 

for follow-up contact. For example: 

ā Two thirds indicated that they would like to be updated by email; 

ā 51% stated that they would like to be kept informed via personal telephone contact; 

ā Just over a quarter 26% would find it acceptable to be informed by other press and media; 

ā A quarter would be content to receive updates via the NIE Networks website; 

ā 22% would find it acceptable to be contacted via text message; 

ā A fifth would be happy to receive an automated call for follow-up contact;  

ā 12% would be satisfied with in-person follow-up; while 

ā Methods such as social media or smart phone apps gained little support.  
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The vast majority of non-domestic survey participants (80%) expressed willingness to register 

their telephone number or email with NIE Networks in order to receive automated updates in 

the instance of a power cut. 

 
Phase 3 - qualitative  

All non-domestic customers interviewed as part of the phase 3 reconvened groups agreed 

that NIE Networks should focus on improving customer service.  Further to this:  

ā A number of respondents reported that the ñPowercheckò app would be of great use to 

them because it is an efficient way of accessing up-to-date information that helps to 

manage their expectations; 

ā Others felt the multi-channel approach to customer service was a great idea, especially 

communications online, as they have a number of different mediums they can use which 

are all easily accessible; 

ā However, there was a small proportion of non-domestic customers who stated online 

information would be of no use to them as they cannot connect to social media on work 

technology. 

 

When non-domestic customers were asked if there was anything NIE Networks had not 

considered, the majority stressed that personal contact through the telephone was still 

extremely important, particularly in emergency situations. Others took the opportunity to 

emphasise the importance of dedicated customer contacts for larger organisations. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
  

Non-domestic customersõ views on improving customer service  

ā Non-domestic customers expressed a view that good customer service should include 

good customer contact procedures, effective communication, timely resolution of 

complaints, knowledgeable representatives and direct and/or personal contact.  

ā Respondents consistently cited personal contact as the preferred communication 

channel, including an expectation that they should be communicating with an account 

manager. 

ā Although non-domestic customers still prefer a personal telephone call in the event that 

NIE Networks contact them, these customers were prepared to be slightly more flexible 

in relation to their preferred mode of communication for this follow-up contact, for 

example, two thirds indicated that they would like to be updated by email. 

ā All non-domestic customers interviewed as part of the phase 3 reconvened groups 

agreed that NIE Networks should focus on improving customer service, while many took 

the opportunity to emphasise the importance of strengthening personal contact 

methods. 

 

Overall, non-domestic customers agree with NIE Networksô proposals to improve 

customer service. 
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Stakeholder  views on improving customer service  
Phase 1 ð qualitative  

Stakeholders were asked to provide their opinions on effective customer service, and whether 

this kind of customer service is available from NIE Networks. Findings are structured under 

the following headings: 

ā What does good service mean to you; and 

ā Opinion on service provided by NIE Networks. 

 

What does good service mean to you?  

Stakeholder perceptions of good customer service echoed those of domestic representatives. 

They included characteristics such as: 

ā Brevity; 

ā Clarity, and ójargon-freeô delivery; 

ā Ease of communication; and  

ā Ensuring customers are kept updated. 

 

Opinion of service provided by NIE Networks  

Stakeholders tended to reflect positively on NIEôs customer service provision. Specifically: 

ā A few stakeholders commended NIE Networksô speed of response, with particular praise 

for its incident management response; 

ā Some reiterated that there have been recent improvements in NIEôs customer service; and 

ā A few representatives were familiar with the HVCA system and stated that they were 

impressed with the service. 

 

Although most stakeholder participantsô shared positive experiences in relation to NIE 

Networksô customer service, others shared some more negative views, including: 

ā Consistent with previous comments, stakeholders across most groups expressed 

frustration with the cost of connections and the perceived lack of grid capacity; 

ā Some of the business representatives reflected on a perceived time lag in receiving 

communications from NIE; and 

ā A few other stakeholders suggested that they find it difficult to obtain required information.  

 

The suppliers noted that, apart from meter reading, most customers have little interaction with 

NIE Networks. They stated that it is important that NIE Networks maintain presence and 

ensure that customers know how to contact them.  

 

Phase 3 - qualitative  

During the stakeholder workshop, most were in agreement with the NIE Networks proposal 

for improving customer service, although some noted that more could be done.  For example, 

it was suggested that NIE Networks could: 

ā Provide a dedicated member of staff;  

ā Assist with timelier sharing of information; 

ā Provide greater assistance for vulnerable customers (e.g. through a call-back service); 

ā Ensure that information is easily accessible;  

ā Work more closely with energy suppliers; 

ā Ensure that information is of a high quality; and 
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ā Provide a key member of staff, at the appropriate level, for business customers to contact 

in the event of a service problem. 
 

Overall, workshop participants agreed that NIE Networks is going in the right direction with 

their customer service proposals by providing an out-of-hours service that will offer accessible 

information. However, there were a small number of concerns about some more technical 

communication methods such as using online platforms or social media. 

 
  
Stakeholder  views on improving customer service  

ā Stakeholders had similar views to domestic and non-domestic customers with regard to 

the characteristics of good customer service. These characteristics include brevity; 

clarity; ease of communication; and ensuring customers are kept updated. 

ā Stakeholders commended NIE Networks on their speed of response, improvements in 

customer service over time, and impressive HVCA system. 

ā Although the majority of stakeholder participantsô shared positive experiences in relation 

to NIE Networksô customer service provision, others expressed frustration with the cost 

of connections and the perceived lack of grid capacity, while some business 

representatives reflected on a perceived time lag in receiving communications from NIE 

Networks. 

ā Most stakeholders who attended to phase 3 workshop were in agreement with the NIE 

Networks proposal for improving customer service, while others thought that the 

proposal still left room for improvement. 

 

Overall, stakeholders were supportive of NIE Networksô proposals to improve 

customer service. However, some reported that more could be done to improve 

customer service than is currently proposed, and recommended that proposals be 

expanded upon further. 
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Section 1.4 : 

Reducing power cuts  
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1.4  Reducing power c uts 
 

This section details key research findings across all phases of the research (including 

qualitative and quantitative consultation with domestic customers, non-domestic customers 

and stakeholders) on the theme of reducing power cuts.  The section initially outlines NIE 

Networkôs current position, and subsequently details the corresponding views of domestic 

customers, and stakeholders in turn. Additional information on NIE Networksô investment 

proposals for reducing power cuts has been included at Annex B. 

 

NIE Networksõ current position  
On average there are 7,500 power cuts in Northern Ireland every year, which are caused by 

faulty equipment, contractor damage, weather, vandalism and many other reasons. Good 

network maintenance programmes, such as those carried out as part of NIE Networksô 

Business as Usual programmes, help minimise power cuts but will not stop them completely.  

 

In nine out of ten cases, NIE Networks restores power within three hours. However, around 

5,000 homes and businesses every year experience unplanned power cuts which last over 10 

hours. If there are major storms or extreme weather events, this number may rise significantly. 
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Domestic customers õ views on reducing power cuts 
Phase 1 - qualitative  

In this section we explore the extent to which domestic customers have had issues with the 

provision of their electricity services, with specific reference to planned and unplanned 

interruptions. Key findings are summarised under the following headings: 

ā Experience of electricity related issues; and 

ā Power cuts - Perceptions of an acceptable level of occurrence. 

 
Experience of electricity related issues  

Few of those who took part in the group discussions had experienced electricity related issues 

in recent times. Specific findings include: 

ā Almost all urban participants struggled to recall the last time they had experienced an 

unplanned power cut; 

ā One participant had been without power for three days, but commented that this was a 

rare incidence and expressed understanding that NIE Networks had been under pressure 

to rectify the problem; 

ā While there was experience of power cuts in rural groups, this was not viewed as a 

problem, particularly when compared with previous years; and 

ā A few knowledgeable customers had negative experiences of NIE Networks connections 

through their work. Specific concerns related to delays in receiving connection costs. 

 
Power cuts - Perceptions of an acceptable level of occurrence  

Perceptions of acceptability of power cuts varied dependant on circumstance. Indeed: 

ā Continuity of supply was deemed more critical for those classified as óvulnerableô, i.e. the 

elderly, those with poor health, and those with babies/young children; 

ā Some of those from the critical care group noted the detrimental impact loss of supply has 

on their health and lifestyle. As such, they indicated that they could only manage a short-

term power cut, lasting a maximum of one or two hours; 

ā A few considered loss of supply from an industrial point of view. They noted the detrimental 

impact on productivity and revenue, and cited lower tolerance for longer power cuts; 

ā On the whole, there was unwillingness to commit to an óacceptableô duration, however, 

there was general tolerance for an unplanned power cut lasting up to four hours; and 

ā A few commented that their tolerance is variable dependent on the time of day, noting that 

they would be less tolerant of a lengthy power cut in the evening time. 

 

Some noted NIE Networksô achieved target of solving 89% of power cuts in three hours. They 

considered this to be impressive considering the extent of work involved in identifying a 

rectifying a fault.  
 

Phase 2 - quantitative  

In this section we explore the evidence from the quantitative survey of domestic customers in 

relation to their experience of power cuts. Findings are detailed under the following headings: 

ā Incidence and experience of planned power cuts;  

ā Views on the maximum acceptable number and duration of planned power cuts; 

ā Incidence and experience of unplanned power cuts. 

 

 






































































































