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Methodology and caution

• PRA conducted six focus groups, distributed as follows:
• Three focus groups were conducted in each of Winnipeg (February 26 and

March 6) and Portage la Prairie (March 4).
• In each city, two groups were held with residential customers and one with

businesses.
• The groups with residential customers were segmented by age (under 40 and 40

and older).
• To qualify, participants had to have purchased natural gas from Manitoba Hydro and

reviewed at least one of their bills (beyond the total owing) in the past year. In
addition, participants could not have been in a focus group in the past six months or
work for Manitoba Hydro.

• In total, 44 participants attended the groups.

• It is important to remember that, while focus groups provide insight into participants’
attitudes and opinions, they cannot be said to be representative of the population as
a whole. Any quantification of the results refers only to group participants and
cannot necessarily be extrapolated to the entire sample population represented.
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PERCEPTIONS OF CURRENT BILL
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Perceptions of current bill from Manitoba Hydro

• To start the discussion, participants were asked about their current use and 
perceptions of their Manitoba Hydro bill, without any aids or copies of their bills to 
refer to.

• Generally, participants look at their bills very irregularly, most often simply looking at 
the total amount owing for the month. If the total amount owing is different than 
expected, they might examine their usage (typically gas usage), unless they can 
easily explain the change. (“I look at the weather too if the bill is high.”)

• The other area of their bill that they may look at is to check if their usage reading for 
electricity or natural gas is an estimated or actual reading. If it is estimated, they 
may look at their usage to see if their next bill may be higher or lower than expected 
if their usage differs from the estimate. If it is an actual reading, they generally 
accept the accuracy of their bill.

• Those on an Equal Payment Plan look at bills closer to the end of the EPP year to 
determine if they are going to have any amount owing or credits. (“At the end of 
the year, you do end up with actual amounts as opposed to estimates. One 
year I had to actually pay a fair amount extra and there was an error, so I’ve 
been more diligent in checking.”)
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Perceptions of current bill from Manitoba Hydro

• When asked unaided what aspects they find confusing about their bill, participants
could not name anything specifically.

• At times, participants said that information was missing from their bill, such as
whether their amounts were actual or estimated readings, the total GST paid, and
comparisons for usage; however, when they viewed an actual bill later in the
groups, all of those aspects were already included.

• Participants in the business groups appear to refer to or check their bills even less
diligently than participants in the personal use groups. Most often, business
participants said that they simply look at the amount owing and pay it, rather than
reviewing any detail. A few said that they may look at their electricity consumption if
they are adding or using a new piece of machinery or equipment, but that happens
very rarely.

• The next slides show participants’ feedback after a sample bill was distributed for
participants to review.
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Perceptions of current bill from Manitoba Hydro

Participants liked that the amount owing 
was clear and bolded on the first page, 
making it easy to locate. This was 
especially important because this was 
often the only information that 
participants were looking for. 
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Many participants said that this 
information was not appropriate for their 
bill because they felt that advertising 
should be limited to billing inserts.

A few participants said that they liked 
having contact information available 
on the front page in case it was ever 
needed.
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Perceptions of current bill from Manitoba Hydro

Unaided, many participants found this 
information confusing because they did 
not understand each component; 
however, none have ever taken steps to 
better understand these components.
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In every group, participants talked 
about the “tax on taxes,” which many 
had not noticed before. They 
understood the breakdown, but didn’t 
like the idea of a tax on a tax.

As mentioned, these two aspects were 
quite important to participants, so much 
so that a few mentioned that this 
information should be on the first page 
by the total owing for each product.
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PERCEPTIONS OF REVISED BILL
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Revised bills

• Participants were shown bills with two changes to the natural gas breakdown: one 
with Primary and Supplemental Gas charges combined into a “Gas Consumption” 
charge, and a second with the combined Gas Consumption charge plus the 
Transportation to Centra and Distribution to Customer combined into a “Delivery 
Charge”. Examples of both are shown below.
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Perceptions of revised bills

• The table below provides the counts of participants for each of the two changes.
Note that these numbers may not sum to the total number of participants, as not all
participants fully completed the questionnaires distributed during the groups.
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Combined gas consumption Combined delivery charge

Much better 13 Much better 14

Slightly better 15 Slightly better 24

No difference 6 No difference 1

Slightly worse 6 Slightly worse 3

Much worse 1 Much worse 1
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Perceptions of revised bills

• As seen in the previous table, participants tended to prefer the simplified version of 
both charges, primarily because most cared about the amount they were going to 
pay for their natural gas, and the simplification of information did not impact what 
was most important to them.

• Others noted that regardless of how the charges are presented, if they wanted to 
reduce their costs, they realized it would need to be in their consumption, since they 
have no control over charges.

• Others simply never looked at or understood the information provided in their bill; 
therefore, reducing the amount of information did not impact them or they did not 
care about the change, as noted by some comments below:

“You can spare me the details.”
“Now there is less to not understand.”
“Less is more.”

• There was also very little difference in how changes to the consumption and delivery 
charges were perceived, as participants tended to view them similarly.

• A number of participants even noted that, if they were to have received a bill with the 
changes already made, they probably would not have noticed the change.
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Perceptions of revised bills

• Those who thought the change(s) were for the worse typically mentioned two 
reasons:

• The most common reason was they thought having more information is better, even 
though almost all of these participants did not understand the difference in charges 
and acknowledged that they have no control over what is charged for each amount.

“I like to know what I’m being charged for even though I don’t quite 
understand it. I think I appreciate having that information as opposed to the 
simpler one.”

• The other reason was around trust in the change. Several participants said that by 
combining the charges, they thought Manitoba Hydro may be trying to hide 
something.

“I understand why Manitoba Hydro would want to make it easier to read, but I 
also feel that combining the two makes it look less transparent.”

• A compromise for participants who had some concerns with the change was to have 
the breakdown of the costs available online, so that if someone wanted to know the 
breakdown, it was still available to them. If the information were available elsewhere, 
then participants had almost no concerns with the change.
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KEY FINDINGS
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Key findings
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• In general, participants have very few concerns with their Manitoba Hydro bill. Even 
among groups of participants who indicate that they look at the details in their bill, 
most do not look much beyond the energy usage and whether the amounts are 
estimated or actual readings.

• Most participants did not understand or care about how natural gas charges are 
calculated, and when referred specifically to them, most said that they had never 
even noticed the detail in the breakdown.

• Because of this, the majority of participants were in favour of changing to a 
simplified version of calculating natural gas costs. In the end, they just want to know 
how much they are paying and be able to compare this amount to previous years.

• The few who were not in favour of the change typically took an idealistic stance that 
more information is better, even though almost all of these participants admitted to 
never paying attention to this information or fully understanding it.

• Ultimately, those who were opposed to the change were fine with it if the breakdown 
of information was available to them in other ways, such as online.
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