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Study Intent and Research Question

Electronic bills (e-billing) can be sent more
frequently than paper bills, giving people more
detailed feedback on energy consumption

that could potentially motivate conservation
behavior. However, this only works if
customers pay attention to their bills. This
study examines the impact of e-billing on
energy consumption for residential homes in
Tallahassee, Florida. In particular, it addresses
the question of whether some groups of people
are more susceptible than others to inattention
as a result of e-billing.

Key Background Information

Inattention refers to a person’s limited capacity
to process information, perform calculations,
and allocate attention to tasks, resulting in
attention as a scarce resource. While e-billing
can give people enough detailed information

to reduce their energy consumption, its
electronic format puts it into competition with
other tasks performed electronically, such

as browsing the internet or checking email.
This can result in inattention to e-bills. Some
researchers have speculated that this may result
in negative consequences such as unintended
increases in consumption. Inattention could
thus be detrimental to making economically
beneficial decisions and could disincentivize the
procurement of critical information regarding
consumer choices.

If different groups of people have differing
levels of inattention for energy e-bills, this
has equity implications for utilities as they
develop and communicate new billing policies.
If specific groups are more susceptible to
inattention in certain settings, this can act as
a barrier to resource access and information
about beneficial behavioral changes (such

as switching appliances), resulting in an
inequitable distribution of benefits and
burdens. Therefore, this study investigates to
what degree people of varying demographics
are susceptible to inattention to their e-bills.

The study drew on a sample of residents

in Tallahassee, which has a municipally
owned utility and a portfolio of demand side
management programs. The researchers
used a database of household consumption
and characteristics to better understand how
individuals are influenced by digitization of
information.

Key Findings

Overall, participation in an opt-in e-bill program
led to reduction in energy consumption,

with participants reducing their electricity
consumption by a little more than 3% on
average (or over 30 kWh) per month relative to
non-enrollees.

This shift was mainly driven by lower-income
areas. Lower income groups decreased their



energy consumption by 4.4% on average, while
no similar effect was observed for higher income
groups.

Researchers did not find that e-billing was
associated with an increase in consumption (a
hypothetical consequence of inattention).

This suggests that for lower income households,
e-billing provides salient actionable information.
For higher income households, e-billing does
not appear to serve the same purpose—in fact,
it may serve to minimize attention requirements
for bill paying by increasing convenience.

Policy and Practice Implications

These findings indicate that e-billing does have
the potential to reduce energy consumption
through energy feedback for some segments of
customers. Budget-constrained, lower-income
customers are more likely to act upon the

information provided in their e-bill, reducing
their energy consumption.

For higher income customers, e-bill content may
require the inclusion of different information
that addresses these customers’ heuristics,
biases, and nudges them towards savings. This
may have implications for how e-bills should be
designed with targeted information for different
segments of customers.

It is important to note that this study is

based upon an opt-in e-bill program—that is,
participants had to actively choose to receive
their bills in electronic format, with paper being
the default. If e-billing were the default, it is
possible that the associated decrease in energy
consumption could have large-scale impact.
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