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Overview
Competition in UK energy supply has arguably proceeded further than in any other
country. Not only have all UK consumers been able to choose their electricity supplier
since May 1999, but also since March 2002 there has been no supply price regulation.
Therefore, an experiment of international significance is taking place, concerning the
behaviour of consumers and their suppliers in relation to a key product. The focus of this
paper is on the development over time of tariff structures for supply to domestic
customers. Here, one null hypothesis would be that, as a result of competition, prices
converge together quickly. An alternative is that prices would remain somewhat
dispersed, as a consequence of firms exploiting significant search and switching costs and
product differentiation. By examining the pattern of prices and changes in this pattern
over time, we aim to tease out information about search costs, switching costs and the
extent to which the market is or is becoming competitive in practice.
Method
Our analysis of the changes in electricity retail prices since the introduction of
competition takes into account geographical, product market and temporal dimensions.
Our data set consists of a balanced panel of 48 bimonthly price observations for each firm
active in the market over the period February 1999 to December 2006. The empirical
analysis relies on econometric methods for the analysis of persistence and price
dispersion in order to test theoretical hypotheses about the nature of consumers’
switching and search costs.
Results
By separating the difference between the incumbent’s price and entrants’ prices into two
elements either side of the median non-incumbent price, we obtain approximate measures
of search and of switching costs. The surprising thing is how resistant high incumbent
prices are to change, and how it remains worthwhile for some non-incumbent suppliers to
quote, and do business at, prices that are significantly non-competitive, in the face of
evidence that internet usage has increased somewhat. Our results indicate that an initially
negative trend in search costs becomes positive and statistically significant across regions
and payments methods, while a positive trend in switching costs becomes negative and
statistically after the removal of price controls.
Conclusions
On one view, electricity supply is a homogeneous good market in which consumers
quickly learn through their own or others’ experience how easy it is to switch suppliers in
order to save money. As a result, companies aiming to capture new business would need
to price competitively and companies wanting to retain business would need to ensure
their offer did not move too far out of line with entrants’ offers. Hence as companies
learnt more about their competitors’ moves, differences in the trend values of prices
would tend to shrink. The removal of price controls in the UK has, if anything, led to the

gains from switching supplier away from the incumbent to grow over time. Thus, whilst
the market has not seen major anticompetitive moves by established players by any
means, nor has a fully competitive market emerged.
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