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 INTRODUCTION
As the Covid-19 pandemic slowly comes under control, the utility industry 

is seeing a return to normal business operations, but also confronting new 

challenges. Long viewed as being slow to move and risk averse, the utility industry 

proved its mettle and agility in responding to the pandemic, ensuring public and 

worker safety, keeping the lights on, and working with customers to assist with 

their individual financial challenges. Now as we begin to move towards a post-

pandemic life and adjust to the “new normal” (whatever this ultimately looks like), 

the impacts of the Covid-19 pandemic are well known and documented 

globally, even as the causes and extent of the damage done are continually 

investigated. 

At the peak of the pandemic, over half of the US population was served by a 

utility that had a voluntary or state-mandated disconnect moratorium in place.  

While most will agree that some degree of disconnect moratorium was the 

right action at the right time, there are challenges that utilities face as society 

emerges from the pandemic. According to Utility Dive, the lost revenue for 

utilities from this action in the US is upwards of $40 billion or more. The National 

Energy Assistance Directors’ Association (NEADA) Executive Director reports that 

individual residential unpaid bills may be as high as $1,500 to $2,000, or about 

as much as many of these customers pay to their utility in a year. It is fair to ask, 

“how will these customers be able to pay back a full year of service?” The answer, 

of course, is that many might not be able to. This is just one of the challenges 

facing utility leaders as society shifts to post-pandemic life.

Now as society emerges from the pandemic, it is time for an “after action review;” 

in so many words: what happened, what have we learned from this, and how do 

we move forward in a way that we are applying those valuable lessons learned? 

Nowhere is this posture more important than in the utility industry.

The impacts from the pandemic have been felt across the entire utility enterprise, 

not just in the customer and billing space. Two examples of this are with:

• The demand curve: traditional metrics and processes for predicting demand

and load have been thrown out the window as commercial and industrial

loads saw significant (and unpredictable) decreases while residential loads

saw growth due to the near-immediate influx of home-schooling and remote

working.
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• Worker safety and operational constraints: Well-established business and technical processes needed to be re-

thought quickly. Utility leaders responded by making big shifts in how business was conducted. Examples include

the creation of physically separate, redundant control centers that were put in place; field crew assignments were

redesigned to create “pods” for teams to safely work in the field; and customer service/call centers were moved

to remote operations seemingly overnight.

The good news here is that the utility industry, often viewed as being risk-averse, inflexible, and slow to react, proved 

all the naysayers wrong with industry-wide responses to the pandemic that were innovative, even nimble. Not only did 

the dedicated utility workforce keep the lights on, but they did so in a way that has positioned utility operations to be 

more efficient, flexible, and prepared for future challenges.

While the dynamics presented above certainly present their share of challenges, perhaps one of the biggest long-

term impacts of the pandemic is in the customer relations and billing area. Driven by the disconnect moratorium that 

many utilities put in place to work with their customer base during the pandemic, questions as to how to shift back to 

normal customer billing operations are becoming increasingly important, even acute in some cases.

Given the potentially massive and lasting impacts of the disconnect moratorium, TMG Research embarked on a study 

to “get a read” on how utilities are responding to the challenges created by the disconnect moratoriums that most 

utilities in the US implemented during the Covid-19 outbreak. This study, conducted from April through June 2021, 

includes results from both an online survey and a series of interviews with utility decision makers and influencers in 

the utility billing, credit & collections, and related departments that have responsibility for and/or oversight into their 

moratorium disconnect operations. 

This report provides a summary and analysis of the study findings. In the Introduction, this report has two main 

sections: “Keeping The Lights On,” which covers the tactics that utilities have deployed around pandemic-driven 

disconnect moratoriums, and “The Broader Implications,” which looks at how the disconnect moratorium is likely to 

have an impact that goes beyond the immediate challenges around operations for billing and collections. In both of 

these sections readers will find commentary on “Key Takeaways,” which will focus on the many challenges 

encountered during the pandemic-driven disconnect moratorium, as well some of the important lessons learned and 

benefits from this chapter in utility history. 

Nobody saw this coming. But it changed how we 
live and work, possibly forever.
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The TMG Research team received qualified responses from 59 utility leaders 
involved in/connected to the customer/billing areas. The survey process 
included a quality control process that was both embedded in the survey 
instrument itself and was complemented by manual checks of incoming 
survey responses. 

The following is a demographic breakdown of the survey responses. 

The majority of the survey participants are from electric utilities, with most of 
these being investor-owned utilities (IOUs) and municipals (Munis). There is 
some representation from water & wastewater utilities, as well.

Figure 1-1. Utility participants by type.

The respondents are a fair representation across utilities of various sizes 

with 44% of the responses coming from utilities with over 500,000 metered 

customers with the balance coming from utilities with less than 500,000 

metered customers. 

Figure 1-2. Utility participants by # of metered customers. 

Demographics
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Survey respondents show good representation across the organization, from technical staff to management to 

executives. Note that 83 % of the responses are from the executive and managerial/supervisory ranks.

Figure 1-3. Utility participants by job level.

While the survey is appropriately and heavily represented by customer service function, there is also significant 

representation from other business and operations group across the utility enterprise (from both electric, gas, and 

water/wastewater).

As noted above, the TMG Research team performed a series of in-depth interviews with utility leaders from a cross 

section of utilities across the US. These in-depth interviews were conducted with two large investor-owned utilities, 

two mid-sized investor-owned utilities, and one large municipal utility. These interviews add context and insight to 

the survey responses and are included in this report at various points. (And a big thanks to the utility leaders who 

graciously shared their time, thoughts, and insights with our team.)

Figure 1-4. Utility respondents by area of responsibility.

7



©TMG Consulting, 2021. This document is proprietary and confidential. No part of this document may be released in any manner to a third party without the prior written consent of TMG Consulting.

Figure 2-2. What customers are currently under a disconnect moratorium? (Select all that apply)

In this section we will look at study results that are more focused on the scope and timing of the pandemic-driven 

disconnect moratoriums that utilities deployed. Note that in this section we will look at several of the survey questions 

together to provide a more complete picture of how the disconnect moratoriums were implemented.

Figure 2-1. Are you currently under a disconnect moratorium?

KEEPING THE LIGHTS ON

Figure 2-3. What customers were under a disconnect moratorium? (Select all that apply)
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From the survey results reported above, we can see that utilities are starting to back away from the 

disconnection moratoriums, that they have been more lenient and flexible with their residential 

customers as compared to their commercial customers across the entire pandemic timeframe, 

and that they are maintaining their disconnect moratoriums for a longer period of time for their 

residential customers than they are for their commercial customers.

From our interviews with utility leaders, we found that there has been a mix of different utility, 

regulatory, and legislative actions taken that have impacted how long the disconnect moratoriums 

have been in place. Some utilities resumed collection operations as early as July of 2020; other 

utilities still have their disconnect moratoriums in place well into 2021. In some cases, governors 

of states that include their service territories have issued disconnect moratorium orders to which 

utilities must comply; in other states the regulators have issued orders; and in many cases utilities 

have deployed their own disconnect moratorium programs ahead of any regulatory or legislative 

actions.

When the pandemic first hit, utilities were among the first industries to offer their customers 

flexibility – a great deal of flexibility – in paying their bills. While the reasons for this can be debated, 

the reality is that working with their customer bases in this manner has bought the utility industry 

some good graces in the public eye (most notably with the media and the political class) that will 

hopefully give utilities an opportunity to recover some of this lost revenue.

Figure 2-4. When does your disconnect moratorium expire for residential?

Figure 2-5. When does your disconnect moratorium expire for commercial?
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While the first set of data in this section looked at the status of moratoriums in place, this section looks at the 
expiration dates of utility disconnect moratoriums. 

As was the case with the disconnect moratorium “in place” findings reported above, this disconnect moratorium 
“expiration” data also confirms that utilities posture towards revenue recovery with residential customers is more 
lenient as compared to commercial customers. While interpreting this survey data is not an exact science, one can 
see that utilities expect the vast majority of their customers to be back on a paying status by the end of calendar year 
2021. This will likely be an expectation of close to 90% for residential customers and in excess of 90% of commercial 
customers.

Figure 2-6. When did your disconnect moratorium expire for residential?

Figure 2-7. When did your disconnect moratorium expire for commercial?

One innovation that came to light in our interviews in support of this study was at a large investor-
owned utility that instituted a program they characterized as “soft collections.” The utility executive 
leading this program provided some insight into this approach: “We have our collections staff out in the 
field knocking on doors and engaging with customers to see if they can get some people to start paying 
voluntarily. We have received a lot of positive feedback from the public on this approach. We sent out 
emails beforehand to give customers a heads up. We also sent out flyers under the heading of ‘Let’s 
Work Together.’ ” She added that two steps they took to make this program more effective are that they 
ran some analytics to determine which customers were the best target for this approach, and that they 
had to do a quick train-up for their collections staff to underscore that the utility was there to help them 
with different tools and programs to help them not to simply collect under threat of a disconnection of 
service.
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Figure 2-8. On a scale of 1 to 5, where 1 is “not at all” and 5 is “To a very large extent”, to 

what extent does your utility expect Covid-19 to impact the different business units within 

your utility? (Related to the moratorium)

Since shortly after the 

pandemic hit, utility leaders 

have been preparing their 

organizations to expect that 

business-as-usual will not 

return for some time. Cleary, 

some of the utility business 

areas will be impacted more 

than others. In Figure 2-8, 

we quantify what these 

challenges might look like. 

Not surprisingly, our survey 

respondents report that their 

credit & collections functions 

will be the most impacted by 

the pandemic, and this makes 

sense as C & C departments 

have been ground zero 

during the disconnect 

moratoriums and will be 

critical for utility revenue 

recovery efforts.

Other business functions within the customer/billing space of a utility will all be impacted in varying 

degrees. One result that might require deeper thought and investigation is the “Field Service” 

category, which received relatively low impact ratings in the survey. The field service people at a 

utility are on the front lines of engaging customers; indeed, these crews often are the utility in the 

eyes of many customers. As utilities return to this “new normal” the industry should be considering 

what these valuable contributors need to be successful. For instance, when performing services 

at or near customer sites are there other services or courtesies that can be provided as part of 

a standard or typical customer site engagement? This can include things like leaving info on new 

customer or billing programs or even making recommendations on-the-spot based on visual 

inspection of facilities. These types of activities can significantly impact customer satisfaction scores 

and even revenue.
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From the “Keeping The Lights On” section of this study, it appears 
that utility leaders are:

• Providing a great deal of flexibility for customer payments during the
pandemic

• More lenient for their residential customers as compared to their
commercial customers

• All business functions in the customer/billing areas of the utility are
impacted by the pandemic, but the impacts are most acute in the credit
& collections function

• Field services are expected to be the least impacted function in the
customer/billing space; perhaps this is an opportunity for utility leaders
to improve customer satisfaction or shore up revenue streams

The last 15 months have certainly changed the landscape for just about 
every industry on the planet. As we all emerge from this era and move 
towards the “new yet undetermined normal,” there are some lessons 
learned that can be applied in what we hope will be a post-pandemic era.

First is recognizing the reality of the customer base. The “tried and true” 
collection tactics may no longer work. Many people have a different set of 
financial realities in which they now live. Wise utility leaders will look at this 
as an opportunity to redefine the utility-customer relationship. What does 
this look like? For starters, there needs to be a debt recovery strategy on a 
mass customization basis. Utility services are often subject to the politics of 
the day (e.g., utility services are a basic necessity, if not a right), so any debt 
mitigation strategies need to approach their customers as positioning the 
utility as their partner in helping them get out of debt. This will be financially 
difficult in the near-term, but by redefining this relationship utilities will reap 
the benefits of this approach over the long-term.

A case-in-point of the challenges facing utilities comes from the National 
Consumer Law Center and their recommendation that utilities look at a 
suite of best practices in working with their customers to move forward, 
post-pandemic. These include:

• Extended and more affordable payment plans (at least 12 months).

• Waiving of deposits, reconnection and late fees.

Key Takeaways: Valuing Customers 
With Flexibility & Resiliency
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• Adoption of arrearage management, arrearage write-offs, discount rates, and income-
based payment plans.

• Straightforward documentation of eligibility.

• Disconnection protections for elderly, infants, and disabled populations.

• Adequately funding low-income energy efficiency programs.

Note that most of these recommendations call for reduced or no revenue recovery. This 
will be a steep hill for utilities to climb as they dig out from the ravages of the pandemic. A 
review of how utilities are working with customers on revenue recovery is also covered in 
more detail in the next section of this report.

A second possibility is rethinking call center strategy. As much as many utility leaders want 
to minimize (or eliminate!) the costs associated with call center operations, the pandemic 
has demonstrated that in many cases the call center was a lifeline for many customers. 
Indeed, Smart Energy International magazine reports that some regions have seen call 
volumes increase by as much as 44% during the pandemic. What utility executive wants to 
sit before a regulator or government body to explain why call center resources were cut 
when faced with an emergency like the pandemic? Much like debt recovery, utilities can 
look to the call center as a source of insight, intelligence, and upsell opportunities. This is 
how online and brick-and-mortar retailers view their customer call center expenses. Why 
can’t utilities take the same approach?
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In the “Keeping The Lights On” section above, we looked at survey results that are specific to the steps and programs 

that utilities are using to manage disconnect moratoriums during the pandemic and how they are looking to emerge 

from various disconnect moratorium programs as we enter into a post-pandemic world. These are issues that utility 

leaders are grappling with at the tactical level.

In this section, we will look at the dynamics through a more strategic lens as we consider how utility leaders view their 

post-pandemic readiness, revenue recovery, and repayment plans.

This is an interesting question with interesting 

results. The pandemic and utility disconnect 

moratoriums have created a situation where 

utilities have had to really get creative with their 

internal processes, expectations, and customer 

relations. This might be a perfect storm for 

challenging operations, and while there have 

surely been some bumps and bruises during 

the pandemic, the survey responses speak of 

a resounding confidence in the preparedness 

of critical customer-facing business functions. 

Survey responses point to preparedness levels 

that are generally “good”, if not “excellent.” This 

is true across the board, but it is interesting 

that the critical billing and call center areas are 

thought to be in good shape as utilities enter the 

“post-pandemic” phase. These functions will only 

grow in importance over the coming months as 

the utility industry transitions out of working in 

“pandemic mode.”

Figure 3-1. On a scale of 1 to 5, where 1 is “Poor” and 5 is “Excellent”, what is the status for the following 

departments related to “readiness” to ending the disconnect moratorium?

THE BROADER IMPLICATIONS

Utility leaders got up to speed pretty quickly in the face of the pandemic amid the shifting sands of how they needed 

to operate to serve customers. As the Director of Metering, Billing, & Revenue Collection at a mid-sized investor-

owned utility told us, “The hardest hit business area has been credit and collections, but our customer service and 

call center groups were also impacted. We experienced a lot more customer interaction, both with call center and 

walk-ins, too. Customers were unsure and worried about their growing debt with the utility. Lots of questions!”
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Figures of 3-1 and 3-2 tell a story of how utilities are working and strategizing about how to deal with a significant 

problem that they probably never thought they would have to deal with: recovering massive amounts of overdue 

payments that they enabled via disconnect moratoriums. While about half of the respondents plan to recover this 

lost revenue via regulatory channels, there is still a great deal of uncertainty as to how or even if all of this revenue 

will be recovered. 

Nearly half of the respondents indicate that they are specifically planning to recover their lost revenue via the 

rate base. Beyond this core group, there is a great deal of uncertainty. The questions and options around how to 

recover lost revenue from disconnect moratoriums include building these costs into the rate base, developing a fee 

or repayment schedule for those customers that were impacted, leaning on shareholders to cover these losses, 

leveraging deferral accounting, or some combination of these and related financial mechanisms. One compounding 

factor is that utilities revenues are down due to decreased demand. As the economy slowed during the pandemic, 

demand for power decreased correspondingly. This is indeed a difficult financial set of circumstances confronting 

utility leaders.

Figure 3-2. Does your utility plan to recover costs for Covid 19 through regulatory channels?

Figure 3-3. How does your utility plan to recover costs? (Select all that apply)
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Figure 3-4. If offering residential customers a repayment plan – Which of these are you offering?

Figure 3-5. If offering commercial customers a repayment plan – Which of these are you offering?

A sampling of interview responses with utility leaders conducted in support of this reflected these challenges and 

complexity in revenue recovery and in identifying the path forward:

• “The governor instituted a six-month payment plan.” (mid-sized municipal utility)

• “This is the part we are struggling with right now. It’s not clear how this is going to work out. We don’t have an

answer for this. We’re not sure where this is going to land.” (Large investor-owned utility)

• “I think that we will be able to rate base some portion of this, but only for a short period of time.” (Large

investor-owned utility)

• “Our regulator had us put aside 1% of the 2019 revenue to pay down the lost revenue. We will get this back via

a deferral account, so it will be built into a future rate base.” (Mid-sized investor-owned utility)
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For those utilities that are offering a payment plan, Figures 3-4 and 3-5 show the timeframes that they have put 

in place for residential and commercial customers to repay what they owe. As noted in a previous section of this 

report, there is generally more leniency for residential customers. For both customer types, most repayment 

programs are targeting repayments within one year, and virtually all are looking for repayment within two years.

Many utilities have an account management process in place to help manage large commercial and industrial 

accounts and for purposes of managing billing and the disconnect moratorium, and many have grouped small 

commercial customers with residential customers. Our interviews showed a marked difference in how utilities are 

managing their relationship and revenue recovery efforts between the different customer groups. Several of the 

utility leaders we spoke with indicated very little to no change in billing and payments with large commercial and 

industrial customers. Account managers for many of these large accounts have maintained relationships over a 

long period of time. These relationships have paid dividends for those large accounts that do require some level of 

assistance in working through covid-related payment issues.

"Interviews on this topic reflected these challenges and complexity in 
revenue recovery and in identifying the path forward."
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Key Takeaways: The Silver Lining 

While the pandemic was definitely a challenging time for the utility industry, there were some 
lessons learned and positive outcomes from the utility disconnect moratorium that need to be 
part of the story. Among these are some of the positives that were communicated during the 
interviews with utility leaders that were a part of this study, including:

• Digital communication channels: Utilities have been adding digital communications savvy 
to their skill sets over the last few years, but the pandemic really accelerated the industry’s 
reliance on digital communications as a key component to their overall communications mix. 
All of the utility leaders interviewed for this study noted that they increased their reliance on 
the use of their website, social media, and email during the pandemic in general and in 
support of their disconnect moratoriums, as well.

» One caveat here is that printed letters mailed to customers and bill inserts are still an 
important part of the communications mix.

• Remote work: Remote workers were not the norm in the utility industry prior to the 
pandemic. When the pandemic hit, utilities proved their agility in transitioning quickly to 
getting the majority of their workers set up to work from home. While this was an impressive 
feat logistically, equally impressive was the performance of the newly remote utility customer 
service workers during a time of sensitive and voluminous customer communication needs. 
One utility leader reported that their metrics improved after transitioning many of their 
customer staffers to working remotely. 

• Structured work: One strength of coming from a structured work environment is that once 
programs and goals are communicated by leadership, the workers are able to execute 
quickly and effectively. As one utility executive commented, “Once we knew what the needs 
and goals were, our structure helped in that once we had a model that we needed to work 
towards, we understood that there was a new model and we got to work.”

• Customer engagement: Many utility leaders have looked at the pandemic as an 
opportunity to create a “win” for the utility in terms of how they engage with customers and 
how the public perceives the role of their utility. Examples of how utilities are working 
through the pandemic and beyond to improve customer engagement include:

» One utility has implemented what they call “compassion in action” program where 
they are reaching out via multiple channels to people that have not been paying their 
bills. One goal of this program, in addition to recovering some of that lost revenue, is 
to let customers know that there are a number of options for them to get back on 
track and that their utility is their partner, not just another form of collection agency.

» Another utility redeployed their field reps to go to residential customer locations
to let them know that they are there to help them get back on track. As one of
their executives said, “Our functions have shifted. Now instead of going out and 
disconnecting customers, they are engaging with customers. We now see people that 
are opening their doors for us. We are an ally for the customer.”
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All of the utility leaders interviewed for 
this study noted that they increased their 
reliance on the use of their website, social 
media, and email during the pandemic in 
general and in support of their disconnect 
moratoriums, as well.

• Innovation: This report would be remiss if the ways that utilities overall, including their leaders and the entire
workforce, have responded in ways that demonstrate agility, commitment and especially innovation during
a time that called for anything but “business as usual.” As this report has noted extraordinary efforts within
the customer service functions of utilities, a few that standout are expanding communications efforts across
multiple channels, working directly with customers as a partner in helping them keep their lights on and finding
ways to pay for service, and doing all of this while transitioning to a highly remote workforce without the
structure typically seen in utility operations.
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July 2021:  Minding the Meter: TMG Research Findings on Utility Artificial Intelligence

September 2021:  Benchmarking for Growth:  What metrics are needed in the 
digital age?

October 5-6, 2021: TMG Utility Forum, Boston MA

December 2021: Organizational Readiness & Change Management:  Getting your utility 
ready for what’s next
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The pandemic has touched every aspect of personal and professional lives. In the utility industry, the delivery of an 

essential service has been a foundational part of how societies have been able to weather the Covid-19 storm. 

While all seem to agree that utility services are foundational, there has been much disagreement as to how, or even 

if, customers should pay for these services during a major catastrophe like the pandemic. This report has shed some 

light on these challenges and has also pointed to where some utility leaders have taken the lemons that have landed 

in their organization and gone forth and made lemonade in the most difficult of circumstances.

FINAL THOUGHTS
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