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Agenda

• Discuss how rates and rate structures are ways of 
“communicating” with our customers

• Identify what elements we can include on utility bills to 
encourage conservation



Water Rates Generate Revenue



Water Rates Help Us Communicate with our 
Customers

• Rates and rate structures reflect our priorities as utilities and 
as communities

• Rates and rate structures can give customers clues about the 
type of behavior we want from our customers

• Remember! Rates are a policy decision



What Priorities? What Behavior?

Single Family 
Residential

Multi-Unit 
Residential

Non-
Residential

Agricultural

Tier 1 $3.79 $3.70 $5.01 $3.79

Tier 2 $4.46 $4.35 $5.01 $4.46

Tier 3 $5.06 $4.95 $5.01 $1.95

Tier 4 $8.46 $5.90 $5.01 $1.95



What Priorities? What Behavior?

Base Rate $15.50 per month

1st 2,000 gallons $2.50 per 1,000 gallons

2,001 to 6,999 gallons $7.20 per 1,000 gallons

7,000 + gallons $9.00 per 1,000 gallons



But Are Customers “Listening” to the Rates?

How we think we are doing How we are actually doing



Do Most Customers Know Their Rates?



Also Remember

• Most customers have very little contact with you as a utility 
unless they are having some type of problem...

• ...with one notable exception

The Utility Bill



Goal: Use Utility Bill to Encourage Conservation
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The Premise

• Bills are the most common communications between utilities 
and customers

• Bills can be designed to promote conservation more 
effectively

• Science has things to teach us
(in particular behavioral economics)



Cat 

Chang

Carlisle 

Harris

Radhika 

Kattula

Ian 

Mayes

Noah 

Upchurch

Trey

Van Ness

Asad 

Yusuf

My Rockstar Researchers



Three Ways to Promote Conservation

• Priced-based approach

• Information approach

• Comparison approach



Priced Based Approach

• Customers don’t often radically alter their usage just because 
we raise rates

• But providing total usage and total bill only doesn’t help 
customers understand the nuance of our rate structures—
base rates and non-uniform prices



Priced Based Approach

Orange Water and Sewer Authority, NC



Information Approach

• Giving advice about how to conserve is far more effective 
than just telling people they should conserve

• Be more suggestive and less assertive—“Please consider 
conserving” vs. “Stop using water!”



Information Approach

San Francisco Water, Power and Sewer, CA



Comparison Approach

• How much water are you consuming compared to those 
around you

• Be careful not to give “permission” to a low user to use more

• Technical term for this is “social norms”



Comparison Approach

• In water, comparisons are often to ourselves



Comparison Approach

Pascoag Utility District, RI



Comparison Approach

• In water, comparisons are often to ourselves

• Energy is better at comparing us to our neighbors



Comparison Approach

Your Home 720 kwh

Efficient Home 680 kwh

Average 929 kwh

$4 higher energy costs

THIS TIME PERIOD COMPARED TO LAST YEAR*

Duke Energy Carolinas



Comparison Approach

• In water, comparisons are often to ourselves

• Energy is better at comparing us to our neighbors

• Consumption goals are also helpful



Comparison Approach

Coachella Valley Water District, CA



Comparison Approach

• In water, comparisons are often to ourselves

• Energy is better at comparing us to our neighbors

• Consumption goals are also helpful

• Emojis (yes, emojis)



Comparison Approach

Your home consumed less water 
than the average home in your 

neighborhood.  Good job! 

Look out!  Your home consumed 
more water than the average 
home in your neighborhood. 

(+ conservation tips)
Belén, Costa Rica



Don’t Forget That It’s 2021

• These tips can help, but...

• The future is real-time usage 
updates through apps, texts, and 
email with data from smart 
meters
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