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I. INTRODUCTION 1 

Q. Please state your name and business address. 2 

A. My name is Courtney E. Henderson.  My business address is 16680 Skislope Way, 3 

Apartment 5, Truckee, California, 96161. 4 

Q. How would you like to be addressed in this proceeding?  5 

A. You may call me Dr. Henderson.  I use the pronouns she, her, and hers. 6 

Q. By whom are you employed and in what capacity? 7 

A. I am the Founder and President of Hawks Peak Strategies, Inc. a consulting and strategy 8 

firm that specializes in policy, regulatory, and market strategy, bringing products and 9 

services to market, and customer-centered solutions design within the energy industry. 10 

Q. On whose behalf are you testifying? 11 

A. I am testifying on behalf of TEP, an intervenor in this proceeding that represents the 12 

interests of low-income customers and vulnerable populations.  TEP works with 13 

Community Action Agencies that provide low-income weatherization and bill payment 14 

assistance for customers in PSE’s service territory. 15 

Q. Would you please summarize your professional background as it relates to income-16 

qualified programs? 17 

A. I hold a Bachelor of Science from Cornell University; Master of Public Health from 18 

Brown University; and Doctorate in Public Health from the University of California, 19 

Berkeley.  I spent approximately ten years working in the public health and healthcare 20 

sectors throughout the United States, Western Africa, and Northern India, focused on 21 

expanding access to critical healthcare services to under-resourced communities.  I have 22 

spent the past twelve years working in the energy and utility industries.  Over that time, I 23 
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have evaluated utility programs; developed marketing, education, and outreach (“MEO”) 1 

strategies and plans for utilities; used human-centered design thinking to develop 2 

customer-centric energy solutions; and developed policy strategy, market strategy, and 3 

go-to-market strategies for utilities and the private sector.  A large portion of my work has 4 

focused on income-qualified customer solutions to better meet the needs of customers 5 

where they are. 6 

Q. Have you previously testified before the Washington Utilities and Transportation 7 

Commission (“Commission” or “WUTC”)? 8 

A. I am currently testifying before the Commission in the Avista Utilities General Rate Case, 9 

Dockets UE-260007 and UG-260008 (Consolidated). 10 

Q. Have you previously testified before other regulatory commissions? 11 

A. Yes, I have previously testified before the Massachusetts Department of Public Utilities. 12 

II. PURPOSE OF TESTIMONY 13 

Q. What is the purpose of your testimony? 14 

A. I have been retained by The Energy Project (“TEP”), an intervenor in this proceeding, to 15 

provide an expert opinion on specific aspects of the rate increase proposed by Puget 16 

Sound Energy (“PSE” or the “Company”).  I have been asked to focus my analysis and 17 

testimony on PSE customers’ current lived experiences of affordability; disconnection 18 

protections and notice presentment; Budget Payment Plan eligibility; and Bill Discount 19 

Rate (“BDR”) MEO. 20 

Q. Are you sponsoring any exhibits? 21 

A. Yes.  As described in the exhibit list, I am providing exhibits CEH-2 through CEH-4. 22 

Q. Could you please summarize your recommendations to the Commission? 23 
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A. With regards to affordability and the Company’s proposed rate increase, I recommend 1 

that the Commission:  2 

• Treat documented coping behaviors as affirmative evidence of existing energy 3 

burden.  Evaluate the Company’s proposed rate increase against what 4 

customers are already doing to survive current rates - meal rationing, skipping 5 

family outings, reducing driving, all to afford their bills.  As evidenced in this 6 

testimony, customers are currently facing significant pre-existing energy 7 

burden levels and affordability struggles. 8 

• Treat thermal safety as an independent reasonableness factor.  Treat the 9 

thermal and safety findings in this testimony - including customers 10 

maintaining indoor air temperatures as low as 55 degrees during winter 11 

months to manage costs - as an independent factor in evaluating rate increase 12 

reasonableness.  Require PSE's shutoff and collections policies, and its 13 

income-qualified customer communications, to include information about the 14 

health risks of sustained cold exposure and a clear pathway to programs, 15 

including weatherization and bill assistance, that can reduce those risks, 16 

consistent with the thermal safety findings described in this testimony and 17 

exhibit CEH-3. 18 

• Require modeling and identification of high-burden households.  In future 19 

discussions, PSE should work directly with the Low-income Advisory 20 

Committee (“LIAC”) to explore how to identify enrolled customers who 21 

remain high-burden outliers despite program participation and to develop 22 

targeted strategies to close that gap.   23 



Exh. CEH-1T 
Response Testimony of Courtney Henderson 

 

4 
 

• Require PSE clarify and publicize, in plain terms, whether and how renters 1 

qualify for weatherization assistance, and evaluate opportunities to increase 2 

renter participation, including streamlining the landlord consent process.  3 

With regards to disconnection protections and notices, I recommend that the 4 

Commission: 5 

• Direct PSE, working with the LIAC, to: (a) proactively ask, at the point of first 6 

financial-hardship contact, whether the household relies on electrically powered 7 

medical equipment or temperature-sensitive medication, and flag the account before 8 

any disconnection order is issued, rather than waiting for unprompted disclosure; 9 

(b) adopt a more protective disconnection-notice content standard, consistent with 10 

Minnesota and Oregon's rules; and (c) conduct customer message testing on any 11 

redesigned notice prior to deployment, given that shame and financial stress 12 

measurably reduce a customer's ability to process and act on complex notice 13 

content. 14 

With regards to PSE’s Budget Payment Plan eligibility, I recommend the Commission 15 

direct the Company to work with its LIAC to: 16 

• Expand Budget Payment Plan access for customers with past-due balances.  17 

Specifically, direct PSE, working with the LIAC, to permit Budget Payment Plan 18 

enrollment for customers with past-due balances or active payment arrangements; 19 

and clarify that the six-month bar on re-enrollment applies only to customers 20 
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removed for nonpayment or a past-due balance exceeding two months, consistent 1 

with the Commission's own rule, and not to any cancellation regardless of cause.1   2 

With regards to PSE’s BDR MEO, I recommend that the Commission direct the 3 

Company to work with the LIAC to: 4 

• Review and align BDR communications with current MEO best practices that I 5 

describe below, including providing more information on the bill using plain 6 

language. 7 

• Conduct a systematic process to explore fail-point scenarios within the enrollment 8 

process from a customer's perspective, identify gaps, and institute mitigating 9 

processes to improve program enrollment and saturation.   10 

III. CUSTOMERS’ LIVED EXPERIENCES OF AFFORDABILITY 11 

Q. What research or customer inquiry did you conduct to prepare this testimony, and 12 

what was the scope of the customer experiences you examined? 13 

A. I conducted fifteen (“15”) 60-75-minute qualitative, in-depth interviews with current PSE 14 

customers between May 27 and June 25, 2026.  This research was designed to generate 15 

depth, texture, and nuance of customers’ current experiences with affordability in the 16 

context of the proposed rate increase and cumulative affordability impacts on income-17 

constrained households.  Qualitative methods are particularly well-suited to this inquiry 18 

because they allow participants to speak in their own words, reveal the emotional and 19 

behavioral dimensions of their energy experiences, and surface findings in a way that 20 

structured surveys cannot.  Topics covered included rate affordability and notions of 21 

affordability broadly; disconnection experiences; knowledge, awareness, and 22 

 
1 WAC 480-90-138(2)(b); WAC 480-100-138(2)(b). 
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understanding of PSE’s affordability and bill payment offerings; program enrollment 1 

experiences; housing conditions; and time-of-use rate attitudes and perceptions.  All 2 

participants provided consent to have their interviews recorded for the purposes of 3 

analysis and reporting.  I use pseudonyms throughout my testimony and exhibits to 4 

protect the privacy of research participants.  Throughout my testimony, I provide all 5 

interview participant direct quotes in italics and quotation marks. 6 

Q. How did you identify and recruit the customers you interviewed for this research, 7 

and what steps did you take to ensure the participants reflected a range of socio-8 

demographic characteristics? 9 

A. Participants were recruited through an online research panel.   Recruitment was limited to 10 

current PSE customers in Washington State.  Respondents were recruited to reflect a 11 

range of socio-demographic characteristics, including geography within PSE’s service 12 

territory, home type (i.e., single family, multi-family), household size, race/ethnicity, age, 13 

educational attainment; and homeowner status (i.e., renter, owner).  All respondents were 14 

asked their monthly gross household income, household size, and county of residence.  15 

Those metrics were used to compare to PSE’s 2025-2026 Home Energy Lifeline Program 16 

(“HELP”) and BDR maximum eligible income guidelines  and county of residence, in 17 

order to select respondents at or below 80% Area Median Income (“AMI”).2  For 18 

example, the maximum eligible monthly income for a family of two residing in King 19 

 
2 PSE.  HELP income guidelines.  Available at: https://www.pse.com/en/account-and-
billing/assistance-programs/Income-
Guidelines#:~:text=Qualification%20for%20PSE%20HELP%20and,before%20taxes%20and%2
0authorized%20deductions). Last accessed 15 July 2026.  HELP eligibility is set at 80% of Area 
Median Income for the customer's county of residence, or 200% of the Federal Poverty Level, 
whichever is greater. 

https://www.pse.com/en/account-and-billing/assistance-programs/Income-Guidelines#:%7E:text=Qualification%20for%20PSE%20HELP%20and,before%20taxes%20and%20authorized%20deductions
https://www.pse.com/en/account-and-billing/assistance-programs/Income-Guidelines#:%7E:text=Qualification%20for%20PSE%20HELP%20and,before%20taxes%20and%20authorized%20deductions
https://www.pse.com/en/account-and-billing/assistance-programs/Income-Guidelines#:%7E:text=Qualification%20for%20PSE%20HELP%20and,before%20taxes%20and%20authorized%20deductions
https://www.pse.com/en/account-and-billing/assistance-programs/Income-Guidelines#:%7E:text=Qualification%20for%20PSE%20HELP%20and,before%20taxes%20and%20authorized%20deductions
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County is $8,079, whereas the same maximum eligible monthly income for a family of 1 

two residing in Whatcom County is $5,783.  A complete breakdown of participant socio-2 

demographics is provided in Exhibit CEH-3, Customer Insights Brief. 3 

The research question driving this testimony is not how many PSE customers 4 

experience energy burden, disconnection risk, or program access barriers.  PSE’s own 5 

billing records, disconnection data, and enrollment figures can answer questions of 6 

prevalence.  The question this testimony, and the research supporting it, is designed to 7 

answer is how those conditions operate in practice: for example, what happens when a 8 

customer's household income falls within PSE's published income guideline for the Bill 9 

Discount Rate, yet her application is denied due to a name mismatch on the account; what 10 

an elderly customer managing insulin dependency does to her own health when she lets 11 

her apartment fall to 55 degrees before she will allow herself to turn on the heat due to 12 

the cost of electricity; what it means when a customer is simultaneously enrolled in three 13 

of PSE's own programs, a Tier 5 BDR, HELP, and PSE's Flex program, but did not know 14 

she had the BDR until we found it on her bill together during the interview, and she keeps 15 

her thermostat set to zero to keep her costs down.  These are questions of mechanism, 16 

process, and lived experience, and they require methods designed to surface depth rather 17 

than breadth.   18 

These findings are not offered as statistically representative of all PSE customers.  19 

They are offered as documented evidence that specific conditions exist, that they follow 20 

identifiable patterns, and that those patterns are consequential enough to warrant 21 

Commission attention.  They are also consistent with the broader quantitative record.  22 

National research documents that more than one in four low-income households spend 23 
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over fifteen percent of their income on energy costs3,4 and that a majority engage in 1 

behavioral or financial coping strategies - including forgoing food and accruing debt - to 2 

manage utility costs.5  The findings I present describe what that national pattern looks 3 

like at the customer level within PSE’s service territory. 4 

Q. What did your research find regarding the relationship between household income 5 

and energy burden among PSE customers? 6 

A. Income level does not reliably predict energy burden among the PSE customers I 7 

interviewed.  Households at comparable income levels described monthly electric bills 8 

that differed by a factor of five or more, and the source of that difference was almost 9 

never income itself.  It was housing type, size, and age, weatherization quality, heating 10 

system, medical needs within the home, geographic location, and whether the household 11 

was enrolled in an assistance program.   12 

 Income and household size together, along with a customer’s county of residence, 13 

set the formula's estimate of how much bill assistance an average household requires to 14 

be classified below the “burdened” threshold of 6%. However, there are other significant 15 

 
3 Drehobl, A., Ross, L., & Ayala, R. (2020). How high are household energy burdens? An 
assessment of national and metropolitan energy burdens across the U.S. ACEEE Report U2006.  
Available at: https://www.aceee.org/research-report/u2006.  Last accessed 22 July 2026. 
4 Ayala, R. (2024). Data update: City energy burdens. ACEEE Policy Brief.  Available at: 
https://www.aceee.org/policy-brief/2024/09/data-update-city-energy-burdens.  Last accessed 7 
June 2026. 
5 Carley, S., Graff, M., Konisky, D. M., & Memmott, T. (2022). Behavioral and financial coping 
strategies among energy-insecure households. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 
119(36), Article e2205356119.  Available at: https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.2205356119. Last 
accessed 7 June 2026. 

https://www.aceee.org/research-report/u2006
https://www.aceee.org/policy-brief/2024/09/data-update-city-energy-burdens
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.2205356119


Exh. CEH-1T 
Response Testimony of Courtney Henderson 

 

9 
 

additional factors that determine the level of need a household is experiencing, as 1 

described below.  2 

 The clearest illustration in my research is the contrast between Donna and 3 

Simone.  Both live on comparable incomes, each under $2,600 per month, yet their 4 

electric bills sit at opposite ends of the sample.  Donna, who lives alone in a 420-square-5 

foot studio apartment in Whatcom County, pays roughly $40 a month.  Simone, who lives 6 

with her partner in a roughly 1,200 square foot rental apartment in King County, pays 7 

$260 to $295 a month, six to seven times as much as Donna.  The difference is not driven 8 

by income alone.  Instead, it is influenced by home size, heating system (a single portable 9 

space heater Donna moves through her studio, against Simone's whole-unit electric 10 

resistance heat), county of residence, and program enrollment.  Donna is enrolled in both 11 

the Bill Discount Rate and the Low-Income Home Energy Assistance Program 12 

(“LIHEAP”).  Simone, at the time of her interview, was enrolled in neither.  Even 13 

Donna's comparatively low bill does not reflect affordability so much as adaptation: she 14 

lets her apartment drop to 55 degrees before she turns on her space heater. 15 

The same conclusion holds when household size - the number of people living in 16 

a home - is separated from home size - the physical square footage of the dwelling.  17 

Household size is the variable the eligibility formula actually uses: both AMI and FPL 18 

thresholds scale by the number of people in a household, not by the size of the home 19 

those people occupy.  Yet home size varies enormously even among households of 20 

identical size, and it is home size, not household size, that tracks more closely with 21 

energy burden in this sample.  Donna and Miles each live alone.  Donna lives in a 420-22 

square-foot studio and pays roughly $40 a month for her PSE bill.  Miles lives in a 980-23 
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square-foot condo, more than double the square footage, and pays $100 to $120 a month 1 

in the winter, roughly two-and-a-half to three times as much.   2 

The quality of housing stock also drives much of this variation independent of 3 

income.  Sandra, in a mobile home in Thurston County, relies on a wood stove because, 4 

without it, heat loss from her uninsulated home would make her electric bill, already at 5 

$180-$190 per month during the winter, unmanageable.  Rosa, in a 1,900-square-foot 6 

home built in the 1950s in King County, closes off rooms she cannot afford to heat.  7 

Priya, in a basement apartment, described her first Washington winter bill as a “sticker 8 

shock” experience that permanently changed how she lives in her home, made worse by 9 

the fact that, as a renter, she cannot weatherize the unit herself.  National research on 10 

energy burden similarly finds that housing age and efficiency, not income alone, are 11 

primary drivers of how much a household spends to stay warm.6 12 

Household composition and medical need add a further layer.  Five of the fifteen 13 

participants disclosed, unprompted, a medical condition tied directly to their energy 14 

needs, ranging from insulin dependence to a liver transplant to a health condition 15 

requiring a minimum indoor temperature.  None of these conditions are captured by an 16 

income figure, yet they can add substantially to a household’s energy burden. 17 

Program enrollment is the most powerful lever operating independent of income 18 

in this sample, and its effect cuts in both directions.  Paul, on approximately $1,800 a 19 

month in SSI benefits, is a recipient of PSE’s Bill Discount Rate, HELP, PSE-funded 20 

weatherization, and LIHEAP, a combination of support that, by his own account, still 21 

 
6 Drehobl, A., Ross, L., & Ayala, R. (2020).  How high are household energy burdens?  An 
assessment of national and metropolitan energy burdens across the U.S.  ACEEE Report U2006.  
Available at: https://www.aceee.org/research-report/u2006.  Last accessed 22 July 2026. 

https://www.aceee.org/research-report/u2006


Exh. CEH-1T 
Response Testimony of Courtney Henderson 

 

11 
 

leaves him “scared” that he does not have enough to pay his bills.  Without that program 1 

stack, his energy burden would be severe.  By contrast, Simone, Priya, and Lorenzo, at 2 

varying income levels, were unaware of any assistance program at the time of their 3 

interviews, as described later in this testimony.   4 

The broader theme this pattern illustrates is variability of need: households that 5 

look identical on paper, by income and household size alone, can have very different 6 

actual energy requirements.  This finding has a direct bearing on how the Commission 7 

should evaluate PSE's proposed rate increase.  An analysis that measures impact by 8 

income band alone captures only one dimension of energy burden.  It does not capture the 9 

customer in a drafty, older home paying a disproportionate share of income on energy for 10 

reasons unrelated to how much she earns.  It similarly does not capture the renter who 11 

cannot weatherize, or the medically vulnerable customer who cannot safely lower his or 12 

her thermostat.  Lastly, it does not capture the eligible-but-unenrolled customer who 13 

receives none of the protection PSE's own assistance programs are designed to provide.   14 

Q. What is the significance of the coping strategies you observed - meal rationing, 15 

cutting discretionary spending, skipping bill payments - in the context of evaluating 16 

the reasonableness of a proposed rate increase? 17 

A. The coping strategies I observed among PSE customers, including meal rationing, cutting 18 

discretionary spending, and skipping or making only partial bill payments, are conditions 19 

customers are facing today, under current rates.  These coping strategies are significant 20 

for one reason above all others: they are direct behavioral evidence from PSE’s 21 

customers, not perception data.  When a customer skips meals or cuts down on groceries 22 

at the store to afford a utility bill, that is not an expression of dissatisfaction - it is a 23 
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documented financial allocation decision that reflects the complete exhaustion of 1 

available financial resources within a household.  The customers I interviewed were not 2 

describing how energy costs feel burdensome.  They were describing what they had 3 

already done, and continue to do, to keep their heat on during the winter, or their air 4 

conditioning on during the summer, under existing rates.  The proposed 15.15% first-year 5 

electric rate increase, along with subsequent rate increases in years two and three,7 would 6 

be applied to households for whom those coping measures are already in effect.  A rate 7 

increase applied to a household already rationing groceries to cover its current bill does 8 

not carry the same risk profile as one applied to a household with remaining discretionary 9 

capacity.  I recommend the Commission treat this behavioral evidence as affirmative 10 

evidence of the pre-existing burden level against which PSE's proposed increase must be 11 

judged.   12 

The specific findings from my research illustrate customers’ current coping 13 

strategies and are further detailed in Exhibit CEH-3.  These coping strategies are 14 

significant because they reflect a broader, well documented national pattern.  The U.S. 15 

Energy Information Administration's 2024 Residential Energy Consumption Survey 16 

found that nationally, roughly one in four households, 32.89 million in total, reduced or 17 

forwent food or medicine specifically to pay an energy bill in the prior year.  Of those 18 

32.89 million total households, 28.5 million were among households with annual 19 

 
7 PSE is proposing a nearly 30% electric rate increase, and a 20% natural gas rate increase over 
three years.  For rate year one, PSE is proposing an electric rate increase of 15.15% and a natural 
gas rate increase of 14.16%.  For rate year two, PSE is proposing an electric rate increase of 
3.74% and a natural gas rate increase of 3.16%.  For rate year three, PSE is proposing an electric 
rate increase of 8.70% and a natural gas rate increase of 3.64%.  Source: Dockets UE-260005 
and UG-260006 (Consolidated). 
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household incomes less than $100,000, compared to 4.39 million among households with 1 

annual household incomes exceeding $100,000.8  Peer-reviewed research published in 2 

the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences similarly found that a majority of 3 

low-income households nationwide engage in at least one behavioral or financial coping 4 

strategy, such as risky temperature behaviors, including using space heaters or the oven to 5 

generate heat, reducing spending on food or medicine, borrowing money, or postponing 6 

other bill payments, to manage energy costs, and that many rely on more than one such 7 

strategy simultaneously.9  Read against this record, the meal rationing, cutting of 8 

discretionary spending, and skipped bill payments I observed among interview 9 

participants are not particular to this sample.  They are the same coping behaviors 10 

documented in nationally representative data, and they indicate that these households 11 

already have little to no margin left to absorb a further rate increase without deepening 12 

the same hardships this research and the national data both describe. 13 

One participant, Amber, a homeowner in Lacey, was laid off the prior year.  Her 14 

husband has started a new business, but it had not yet generated any income at the time of 15 

her interview.  She heats her home with several plug-in space heaters because it has no 16 

functioning central heating to adequately warm her home.  She described systematically 17 

stretching her grocery budget: “We are really being super strict on the grocery store.  I'm 18 

 
8 U.S. Energy Information Administration, 2024 Residential Energy Consumption Survey, Table 
HC11.1, "Household Energy Insecurity, 2024" (preliminary release, March 2026).  Available at: 
https://www.eia.gov/consumption/residential/data/2024/hc/pdf/HC11.1_2024.pdf.  Last accessed 
28 July 2026. 
9 Carley, S., Graff, M., Konisky, D. M., & Memmott, T. (2022). Behavioral and financial coping 
strategies among energy-insecure households. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 
119(36), Article e2205356119.  Available at: https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.2205356119. Last 
accessed 7 June 2026. 

https://www.eia.gov/consumption/residential/data/2024/hc/pdf/HC11.1_2024.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.2205356119
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like, okay, how can I make five different things out of this one thing?”  She carries a past-1 

due balance of roughly $250.  When asked to react to a potential 15 percent PSE rate 2 

increase, she laughed, then explained why: “I laughed because I'm like, that seems like 3 

such a crazy amount.”  Her BDR discount, which she did not know she was receiving 4 

until she reviewed her bill during the interview, would be substantially offset by a rate 5 

increase of that size. 6 

Another participant, Paul, who lives on approximately $1,800 per month in 7 

Supplemental Security Income (“SSI”) benefits in Thurston County, receives $24 per 8 

month in food stamps and supplements his groceries at a food bank.  He described how 9 

he is cutting back and seeking other social services and supports to be able to afford his 10 

bills: “I cut back on driving, food, I try to get help.  I go to the food bank.  I can go there 11 

instead of spending cash at the store.”  Paul is enrolled in every major assistance 12 

program available to him, including BDR, LIHEAP, HELP, and PSE-funded 13 

weatherization, and his situation still illustrates the limits of that support.  His 14 

approximately $2,100 LIHEAP credit from November 2025 had been drawn down to 15 

roughly $390 by the time of his June 2026 interview, against winter bills running $175 to 16 

$300 a month.   He stated his fear about being unable to pay upcoming PSE bills directly, 17 

noting: “I'm scared.  I don't have enough.” 18 

Simone, who lives on approximately $1,500 per month in disability income while 19 

managing a liver transplant and a rare blood cancer, described cuts across her entire 20 

household budget at once, not one category at a time: “We don't eat out as much.  We 21 

don't do as much driving because gas is almost $7.00.  We are just trying to stay in.  No 22 

shopping.  If I'm penny pinching, dollar store everything.  Even that is getting 23 
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expensive.”  Her BDR application had been cancelled at the time of her interview, over 1 

an account name mismatch unrelated to her income eligibility. 2 

Six of the fifteen participants reported paying their PSE bill late because of cost in 3 

the past two years, and five reported paying only part of their PSE bill because of cost, 4 

also within the past two years.  Amber described calling PSE directly when she could not 5 

cover a bill in full.  She recalled telling the representative, “I'm not sure if I can pay 6 

this,” who directed her to Thurston County's Community Action Council.  The unpaid 7 

amount was added to her account as a past-due balance that, by the time of her interview, 8 

stood at roughly $250.  As she put it, her BDR discount that she receives helps less than it 9 

otherwise would “because I'm past due.”  Diana, a twenty-year LIHEAP recipient, 10 

described skipping a partial payment on her PSE bill in some months simply to keep up 11 

with other expenses.  Asked directly whether her household had been unable to pay all its 12 

bills in the past two years, she said: “Because I have the Hopelink, there are times when I 13 

don't make the partial payment.  I have to catch up on other things.”  Sasha's experience 14 

shows where this pattern leads if it continues unresolved: her balance grew to 15 

approximately $900 before she enrolled in PSE's Past-Due Bill Forgiveness plan.  She 16 

described winter as the hardest stretch of the year, managing by turning her heater off as 17 

soon as her apartment reaches a tolerable temperature and rising early to warm the 18 

kitchen before work, habits she described matter-of-factly, as routine rather than 19 

hardship.  That routinization of deprivation, the way it becomes ordinary, is itself 20 

significant: it indicates households that have already exhausted the easier adjustments and 21 

moved into the harder, and financially consequential, ones.  These are not households at 22 
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the margin of affordability.  These are households who are already making significant, 1 

often detrimental, tradeoffs to keep their power on. 2 

Q. What did your research find regarding customers' thermal comfort, and any 3 

associated health and safety risks? 4 

A. One of the most consistent findings across my research is that PSE customers do not heat 5 

their homes to the temperature they find comfortable.  They heat their homes to the 6 

temperature they can afford.  For most participants, that gap represents a comfort 7 

tradeoff.  For several participants - including those who are elderly, disabled, or 8 

managing complex medical conditions - that gap crosses into a genuine health and safety 9 

risk.  This distinction matters for the Commission's evaluation of PSE's proposed rate 10 

increase for a specific reason: a rate increase will not cause customers to run their heat 11 

more.  It will cause customers who are already thermally compromising to compromise 12 

further.  Customers who are already at the margin of a safe indoor temperature will move 13 

past it.  That is a public health issue that falls within both PSE's service obligation and the 14 

Commission's regulatory purview. 15 

This pattern is not limited to a handful of severe cases.  Eleven of the fifteen 16 

participants affirmatively reported that in the past two years they used less heat or air 17 

conditioning than they would have liked, specifically because of cost.  The individual 18 

accounts below illustrate what that finding looks like in practice, and why, for several 19 

participants, it is not merely a comfort tradeoff. 20 

The clearest case in my research is Donna, a 63-year-old, insulin-dependent 21 

woman who lives alone in a 420-square-foot studio apartment in Bellingham and works a 22 

night shift.  She does not turn on her space heater, a $20 unit she purchased herself, until 23 
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her apartment reaches 55 degrees Fahrenheit.  She did not describe her apartment as 1 

uncomfortable and did not appear to recognize her own adaptation as a health risk.  2 

However, it is one.  The U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (“HHS”), Office 3 

of Community Services, identifies 64 degrees Fahrenheit as the baseline safe indoor 4 

temperature, and recommends 68 to 70 degrees where children, infants, or individuals 5 

with chronic illness are present.10  A 2023 systematic literature review published in 6 

Public Health similarly found that indoor temperatures below 64.4 degrees Fahrenheit 7 

(18 degrees Celsius) are associated with negative health outcomes.11  At 55 degrees, 8 

Donna's apartment sits roughly ten degrees below even the baseline HHS threshold, a gap 9 

of particular concern given both her age and her dependence on insulin.  Further, this 10 

pattern, in which financially constrained households reduce heating and other essential 11 

spending in response to cost pressure is documented in the public health literature as a 12 

widespread phenomenon among income-qualified households generally.12,13 13 

 
10Administration for Children and Families, Office of Community Services.  Stay Safe and 
Healthy This Winter with the Low-Income Home Energy Assistance Program (LIHEAP).  
Available at: 
https://acf.gov/sites/default/files/documents/ocs/COMM_LIHEAP_Safe%20Indoor%20Temperat
ure-English_FY2023.pdf.  Last accessed 20 July 2026. 
11Janssen, H., Ford, K., Gascoyne, B., Hill, R., Roberts, M., Bellis, M., & Azam, S. (2023).  Cold 
indoor temperatures and their association with health and well-being: a systematic literature 
review.  Public Health: 224:185-194. 
12 Graff M.  (2)224).  Addressing energy insecurity: policy considerations for enhancing energy 
assistance programs.  Heliyon, 19(3): e24178.  Available at: 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.heliyon.2024.e24178.  Last accessed 27 July 2026. 
13 Hernandez D.  (2016).  Understanding energy insecurity and why it matters to health.  Social 
Science Medicine.  Available at: https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/27592003/.   Last accessed 27 
July 2026. 

https://acf.gov/sites/default/files/documents/ocs/COMM_LIHEAP_Safe%20Indoor%20Temperature-English_FY2023.pdf
https://acf.gov/sites/default/files/documents/ocs/COMM_LIHEAP_Safe%20Indoor%20Temperature-English_FY2023.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.heliyon.2024.e24178
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/27592003/
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Simone, a 32-year-old liver transplant recipient managing a rare blood cancer, 1 

keeps her thermostat at 60 degrees Fahrenheit.  Simone described the tension between 2 

cost and comfort directly: “We're over here freezing and we're still paying $300.”  At the 3 

time of her interview, she was not enrolled in any assistance program; her Bill Discount 4 

Rate application had been administratively cancelled over an account name mismatch 5 

unrelated to her income eligibility. 6 

Amber discussed the impacts of not running her thermostat at the level she would 7 

like to , describing how her son is always cold, stating: “My son, I would say, all of the 8 

time.  He’s always cold.  He’s super teeny tiny.  He’s super skinny.  We’ve got lots of 9 

blankets for him…For the most part, I’m okay.  If I get cold, I’ll just grab a 10 

blanket.”  She further stated that her son is perpetually cold at night and in the early 11 

mornings, from October until May. 12 

Marcus illustrates the inverse of this pattern, a customer for whom thermal 13 

suppression is not an option at all.  He is 74 years old and cannot reduce his home's 14 

temperature below 70 degrees because of a health condition (which he did not specify).  15 

The behavioral adaptations available to other participants are not available to him.  His 16 

winter bills, which ran approximately $280 for three consecutive months during the 2026 17 

winter heating season, alarmed him enough that he called PSE twice.  He applied for the 18 

Bill Discount Rate and was told he did not qualify, then was referred to a separate 19 

program in a way he found confusing.  Marcus is, in effect, paying the full, unmitigated 20 

cost of a health-driven heating requirement he cannot reduce, without the benefit of the 21 

income-qualified discount that might otherwise offset it. 22 
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The pattern is not confined to the most medically vulnerable or lowest-income 1 

participants.  Tara keeps her thermostat set to zero and layers clothing instead of turning 2 

on her heat.  Miles, retired and on a fixed income of less than $2,000 per month with no 3 

known medical vulnerability, described a deliberate, multi-year campaign to lower his 4 

thermostat from 69-70 degrees to 67, calling the result living “on the chilly side of 5 

comfortable.”  Priya, a renter who cannot alter her unit's insulation or windows, keeps 6 

her apartment at 66 to 67 degrees and described being cold as a constant condition of her 7 

first Washington winter.  Across the sample, what varies is not whether a participant 8 

suppresses thermal comfort to manage energy costs.  It is how far past a safe threshold 9 

that suppression goes, and for whom. 10 

I recommend the Commission treat this finding as an independent factor in 11 

evaluating the reasonableness of PSE's proposed increase, separate from the general 12 

affordability and coping-strategy evidence discussed elsewhere in my testimony.  13 

Financial hardship and health risk are related but distinct harms, and a rate increase that 14 

pushes any additional share of PSE's customers below a safe indoor temperature carries a 15 

health and safety cost that a purely financial reasonableness analysis will not capture.  16 

The customers described above are not outliers within this sample; they represent a 17 

population already operating at or near the margin of safe thermal conditions under 18 

current rates.  A rate increase does not give that population room to spend more on heat.  19 

It gives them a stronger incentive to sacrifice their health to stay financially stable.  20 

Q. What did your research find regarding the experiences of PSE customers who rent 21 

their homes, and what barriers do renters face in addressing energy inefficiency in 22 

their units? 23 
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A. Renters occupy a structurally disadvantaged position in the energy affordability 1 

landscape.  They bear the cost of living in homes they did not design, did not build, and 2 

cannot materially improve, homes that may be poorly insulated, inefficiently heated, or 3 

drafty at the windows and doors.  Six of the fifteen participants in this study are renters.  4 

Among those six renters, five participants identified an energy-related deficiency in their 5 

home and also identified a barrier to fixing it that flowed directly from their status as a 6 

renter: an absent or unresponsive landlord, uncertainty about whether renters qualify for a 7 

program designed to help them, or a lease and property-management structure that leaves 8 

the renter with no ability to make improvements. 9 

 Priya, in a basement apartment, described placing plastic film on her windows, 10 

closing off rooms she does not use, and keeping her thermostat at 66 to 67 degrees in 11 

winter, a temperature she described as cold.  She described how her home is drafty and 12 

poorly insulated.  Yet as a renter, she has no authority to improve the building envelope, 13 

and she described no expectation that her landlord would act. 14 

 Diana attended a PSE virtual weatherization information session and learned that 15 

PSE will send someone to assess and improve a home's insulation.  She described the 16 

discovery as exciting, then immediately qualified it: “I did learn that they (PSE) can 17 

come into your house to look at it.  I thought, that sounds great.  I'm not sure if they'll do 18 

it in rentals.”  She would need to go through her property manager, who had recently 19 

changed and whom she had not yet met.  The pathway to a weatherization visit exists on 20 

paper.  In practice, for her as a renter, she felt uncertain whether she would qualify. 21 

 Lorenzo described stuffing blankets and removable flashing into the gaps around 22 

his apartment doors to stop heat loss.  He had told building maintenance about the 23 



Exh. CEH-1T 
Response Testimony of Courtney Henderson 

 

21 
 

problem, and they offered to fix it, but the conversation happened in summer, when the 1 

urgency was low, and by winter he had not followed up.  He acknowledged that gap, 2 

stating: “Then wintertime, I'm like, oh damn, why didn't I have them come do it.” 3 

 Sasha described her building as older and in need of new windows and better 4 

insulation and said she believed the improvements would materially reduce her bills: “I 5 

think it would make a huge difference in my bills.  Using less of the heater, being able to 6 

keep it at a low heat setting.”  Her landlord's husband had handled property maintenance 7 

until his death; the landlord now lives out of the area.  Sasha has not raised the issue of 8 

windows or insulation with her landlord, because she does not feel she can, and she 9 

cannot make any improvements herself. 10 

 Donna's landlord was not, in her words, “gung ho” about making improvements.  11 

She asked about the persistent gap under her front door and received no action.  Instead, 12 

she has worked around the building's limitations to not make any changes to windows or 13 

doors with an internal curtain-and-partition system of her own design, in place of proper 14 

insulation and air sealing. 15 

 These accounts describe the same structural dynamic that the energy policy 16 

literature calls the split-incentive problem: a landlord who does not pay the utility bill has 17 

little financial reason to invest in insulation, efficient heating, or window repair, while the 18 

tenant who pays the bill has no authority to make those investments.  This dynamic has 19 

been documented nationally as a persistent barrier to residential energy efficiency, 20 

particularly for low-income renters.14  ACEEE reports that, across the United States, one-21 

 
14 American Council for an Energy-Efficient Economy.  Adapting energy efficiency programs to 
reach underserved residents, at page 19.  Available at: 
(footnote continued on next page) 
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third of renter households have a high energy burden, spending 6% or more of their 1 

income on their energy bills.15  Further, low-income customers are more likely to be 2 

renters16 and renters have been found to be less likely to have access to efficient 3 

appliances compared to their homeowner counterparts,17 and in their 2016 paper 4 

published in Energy Policy, Bird and Hernandez argue that if the split incentive issues in 5 

the United States were properly addressed, “it could create savings of $1.2 billion per 6 

year for consumers who most need this form of assistance.”18  The renter-energy-burden 7 

problem is not unique to PSE's service territory.  It is a structural feature of the rental 8 

housing market nationwide.  It has salience in PSE's service territory, however, where the 9 

rental market is large, housing is expensive, and the housing stock includes a significant 10 

share of older, poorly insulated units.19, 20 11 

 
https://www.aceee.org/sites/default/files/pdfs/adapting_energy_efficiency_programs_to_reach_u
nderserved_residents_-_encrypt.pdf.  Last accessed 15 July 2026. 
15American Council for an Energy-Efficient Economy.  Energy equity for renters.  Available at: 
https://www.aceee.org/energy-equity-for-renters.  Last accessed 15 July 2026. 
16 Stokes, Exh. SNS-1T, part XI.B. 
17 Souza N.  (2018).  Why are rented dwellings less energy-efficient?  Evidence from a 
representative sample of U.S. housing stock.  Energy Policy: 118.  Available at: 
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0301421518301381?via%3Dihub. Last 
accessed 27 July 2026. 
18 Bird S, Hernandez D.  (2016).  Policy options for the split incentive: increasing energy 
efficiency for low income renters.  Energy Policy(48):506-514.  Available at: 
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC4819331/.  Last accessed 26 July 2026. 
19 Puget Sound Regional Council, "Homeownership," Equity Tracker (PSRC, 2024).  Available 
at: https://www.psrc.org/our-work/equity/equity-tracker/housing/homeownership.  Last accessed 
26 July 2026. 
20 Puget Sound Regional Council, "Renter Cost Burden," Equity Tracker (PSRC, 2024).  
Available at: https://www.psrc.org/our-work/equity/equity-tracker/housing/renter-cost-burden.   
Last accessed 26 July 2026. 

https://www.aceee.org/sites/default/files/pdfs/adapting_energy_efficiency_programs_to_reach_underserved_residents_-_encrypt.pdf
https://www.aceee.org/sites/default/files/pdfs/adapting_energy_efficiency_programs_to_reach_underserved_residents_-_encrypt.pdf
https://www.aceee.org/energy-equity-for-renters
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0301421518301381?via%3Dihub
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC4819331/
https://www.psrc.org/our-work/equity/equity-tracker/housing/homeownership
https://www.psrc.org/our-work/equity/equity-tracker/housing/renter-cost-burden
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 The practical implication is that renters in PSE's service territory will continue to 1 

pay more than owner-occupants for equivalent warmth and comfort for a home they are 2 

structurally unable to improve, until either landlord behavior changes or PSE's own 3 

program design directly addresses this barrier.  I recommend the Commission require 4 

PSE to clarify and publicize, in plain terms, whether and how renters qualify for 5 

weatherization assistance and any other utility funded energy efficiency programs, and 6 

evaluate opportunities to increase renter participation, including streamlining the 7 

property-manager or landlord consent process.  Absent that change, PSE's assistance 8 

programs will likely continue to reach owner-occupants more effectively than the renters 9 

who, by the evidence in this record, need them just as much. 10 

IV. DISCONNECTION PROTECTIONS AND NOTICE PRESENTMENT 11 

Q. What did your research find regarding customers' experiences with, and fear of, 12 

disconnection? 13 

A. Personal experience with a shutoff notice or an actual disconnection is rare in this sample, 14 

and where it exists, it is old.  Of the fifteen participants I interviewed, three, including 15 

Sandra, Lorenzo, and Rosa, reported receiving a shutoff notice from PSE, and only one, 16 

Rosa, reported an actual disconnection.  A fourth participant, Diana, described receiving 17 

overdue notices in the past, but was careful to distinguish those from an actual shutoff 18 

notice, which she said she has not received in years.  None of these experiences is recent.  19 

Sandra's notice arrived five to six years ago.  Lorenzo's arrived six to seven years ago, the 20 

result of an online payment he believed had gone through but had not.  Rosa's 21 

disconnection dates to 2011, fifteen years before her interview for this study.  The low 22 

count and age of disconnection experiences in this sample likely reflects the long-lasting 23 
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disconnection protections that the Commission originally adopted during the Covid-19 1 

pandemic, not simply an absence of financial distress.21, 22     2 

Rosa provided a detailed description of an actual disconnection.  Rosa described 3 

the shutoff itself as disruptive but manageable for her household at the time:  4 

“I called PSE and made payment arrangements for them to turn it back on.  5 

Honestly, it was pretty easy.  You call them up.  They turn off their phones at 6 or 6 

8pm.  If you call before that time, and make that arrangement and rush to their 7 

office or the payment station.  That's another thing they made easy.  They had 8 

payment stations or you could make it online or on the phone.  (It is) very easy to 9 

make payments once arrangements are made.”   10 

Her service was restored within 12 to 24 hours.  Asked to reflect on what a disconnection 11 

would mean for other households, however, she was direct about the stakes:  12 

“When there are people in the home who rely on the electricity being on, if they 13 

have a CPAP or other electric medical apparatuses that are critical, then that 14 

could be a concern... It is critical.  It is concerning.  The refrigerator will go 15 

down.  How quickly can you get your refrigerator back up so food doesn't spoil?”   16 

 
21 Washington Utilities and Transportation Commission, News Release, COVID-19 Utility 
Moratorium Ends Sept. 30, Docket No. U-200281 (Sept. 2021).  Available at: 
https://www.utc.wa.gov/news/2021/covid-19-utility-moratorium-ends-sept-30.  Last accessed 20 
July 2026. 
22 Washington Utilities and Transportation Commission, News Release, State Regulators 
Approve Puget Sound Energy to Resume Credit and Collections Processes with Modifications, 
Docket Nos. UE-220066 & UG-220067 (Consolidated) (2024).  Available at: 
https://www.utc.wa.gov/news/2024/state-regulators-approve-puget-sound-energy-resume-credit-
and-collections-processes-modifications.  Last accessed 20 July 2026. 

https://www.utc.wa.gov/news/2021/covid-19-utility-moratorium-ends-sept-30
https://www.utc.wa.gov/news/2024/state-regulators-approve-puget-sound-energy-resume-credit-and-collections-processes-modifications
https://www.utc.wa.gov/news/2024/state-regulators-approve-puget-sound-energy-resume-credit-and-collections-processes-modifications
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Rosa's own disconnection was not medically critical for her household at the time.  What 1 

she and nearly every other participant in this sample described as genuinely frightening is 2 

not their own remembered experience.  It is the prospect of what disconnection would 3 

mean for a household less fortunate than their own, particularly one with a medical 4 

dependency, a child, or an elderly or disabled resident. 5 

That distinction, between disconnection as a remembered event and disconnection 6 

as a feared possibility, is the central finding of this section. 7 

Q. Following up on your prior question, what did your research reveal about how 8 

customers with no personal disconnection history nonetheless view PSE's treatment 9 

of customers facing shutoff? 10 

A. Twelve of the fifteen participants in this study have no personal history of a PSE shutoff 11 

notice or actual disconnection.  This is not necessarily surprising, given the long duration 12 

of PSE’s disconnection protections discussed above.  Despite that, nearly every one of 13 

them offered a specific, often detailed view of what PSE's treatment of customers facing 14 

shutoff should look like.  That finding matters for this proceeding because it shows that 15 

customer expectations about disconnection practice are not limited to the small number of 16 

people who have lived through one.  Instead, they are widely and consistently held by a 17 

broader base of customers. 18 

Marcus, who has never received a shutoff notice himself, specifically described 19 

his concern for senior citizens facing shutoff, producing a societal, rather than personal, 20 

concern.  Miles, who describes his own circumstances as comparatively fortunate, 21 

worked through the question openly during his interview:  22 
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“We're talking about humanitarian issues.  And again, I'm going to use the word 1 

privileged, fortunate, that I can't really put myself in that mindset because I have 2 

no point to empathize from.  I have no personal experience... I feel for them.”   3 

Priya, who has never received a notice, framed her concern as one of shared 4 

vulnerability rather than sympathy from a distance: “I hope there is ample room to either 5 

go on payment plans... I could be in that situation tomorrow.”  Paul, also without a 6 

personal shutoff notice history, wanted a form of communication that stops short of a 7 

final warning: “There should be some kind of lenience.  Send a notice, but not a shutoff 8 

notice.”  Lydia, the highest-income participant in this sample, one of the few to say she 9 

does not struggle to pay her PSE bill, still volunteered a recommendation for a more 10 

humane process: “Have a more humane way of managing those cases... an actual person 11 

you can interact with.” 12 

Clara offered the most detailed hypothetical reasoning in the sample, working 13 

through a list of electrically dependent medical conditions, nebulizers, oxygen 14 

equipment, and temperature-sensitive needs, before concluding that PSE's current 15 

approach may be too abrupt: “Maybe instead of absolute shut off notices, maybe 16 

something more gradual... There could be innocent people, like kids, who are suffering as 17 

a result of the shutoff.”  Donna, who has never received a notice, described how closely 18 

she already manages the risk on her own, tying her medication directly to her utility 19 

budgeting in the same breath: “I notice when my energy assistance is getting down... 20 

power, medication, I can't tweak those.” 21 

Taken together, these accounts show that a customer does not need to have 22 

personally received a shutoff notice to hold a clear, considered view of what a fair 23 
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collections process requires: advance time, payment-plan options, a human point of 1 

contact, and graduated rather than absolute consequences.  I recommend the Commission 2 

treat this as independent evidence of customer expectations, relevant to notice design and 3 

collections policy, discussed in greater detail later in this testimony. 4 

Q. Did your customer interviews reveal any evidence that PSE customers with medical 5 

dependencies are at risk of service disconnection? 6 

A. Yes, the risk this research documents is a matter of overlapping vulnerability, medical 7 

dependency, financial fragility, and thin or absent program enrollment, over which the 8 

stakes of disconnection loom large.  Five of the fifteen customers I interviewed disclosed, 9 

unprompted and without being asked a direct question about medical equipment, a 10 

condition tied directly to their household's electricity or temperature needs.  Simone, who 11 

lives on disability income of approximately $1,500 per month following a liver transplant 12 

and a diagnosis of a rare blood cancer, explained that the same condition that necessitated 13 

her transplant leaves her chronically cold: “It's hard to tell because what caused my 14 

whole liver transplant is I have a rare blood cancer so I'm always really cold... I'm 15 

freezing.  I'm wearing layers on top of layers.”  Donna, a 63-year-old insulin-dependent 16 

woman living alone in a 420-square-foot studio, disclosed her condition in the middle of 17 

a conversation about stretching her budget, not in response to a question about medical 18 

equipment: “I'm on insulin.  I really cannot not take that.  I can't cut back there.”  Her 19 

insulin requires refrigeration, and she lets her apartment fall to 55 degrees before she will 20 

turn on her space heater.   21 

Sandra, describing what a disconnection would mean for her household, raised 22 

her husband's dependence on a CPAP machine unprompted and noted that they maintain 23 
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a generator specifically as a backup: “My husband uses a CPAP machine.  He would need 1 

that.  Technically, we have a generator we could run so he won't die in his sleep.”  That a 2 

customer has independently arranged her own backup power plan is itself evidence that 3 

the risk is understood by customers as real, current, and unaddressed by PSE's own 4 

process. 5 

The fact that five of fifteen participants raised a medical dependency tied to 6 

electricity or temperature unprompted, in a study that did not recruit for this 7 

characteristic, suggests that the prevalence of medical dependency among PSE customers 8 

experiencing financial hardship may be higher than self-reported figures would indicate.   9 

Q. Based on your research, do you recommend the Commission require PSE to take 10 

any specific steps to identify and protect customers with documented medical 11 

equipment dependencies before a disconnection occurs? 12 

A. Yes.  I recommend the Commission require PSE to establish a medical dependency 13 

screen as a standard component of its payment arrangement and collections process, 14 

asked proactively rather than left to the customer to raise.  Under WAC 480-100-128, 15 

PSE must postpone a pending disconnection for an initial grace period of five business 16 

days upon receiving a customer's verbal or written notification of a medical condition 17 

requiring electricity.  A customer who submits written certification from a qualified 18 

medical professional within that window may still be required to pay ten percent of the 19 

delinquent balance, enter an agreement to pay the remaining balance within 120 days, 20 

and agree to pay subsequent bills when due, in exchange for protection from 21 

disconnection for the duration of the certified condition, up to sixty days, renewable upon 22 
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recertification.  That protection is contingent entirely on the customer knowing it exists 1 

and invoking it before a disconnection occurs. 2 

PSE should exceed the minimum requirement discussed above in specific, 3 

targeted ways that the evidence I present demonstrates are necessary.  The Commission 4 

should require PSE to ask, at the point of first financial-hardship contact, whether anyone 5 

in the household relies on electrically powered medical equipment or temperature-6 

sensitive medication, and to flag those accounts before any disconnection order is issued, 7 

rather than waiting for the customer to disclose the condition unprompted during a 8 

collections call.  This sample's finding, that medical dependency surfaces in 9 

conversations about budgeting and comfort rather than only in conversations that ask 10 

about it directly, argues for asking earlier and more routinely, not only at the point at 11 

which a disconnection is already imminent. 12 

Q. What changes, if any, do you recommend to PSE's disconnection notice design 13 

and/or process? 14 

A. The behavioral research on shame, disengagement, and attentional narrowing under 15 

financial stress describes how people under financial strain generally process threatening 16 

communications, and there is no reason to expect PSE's customers to respond differently.  17 

The finding that PSE customers without any personal disconnection history hold clear, 18 

considered, and strikingly consistent views about what a fair process requires, is itself 19 

evidence of what customers need from a notice and collections process, independent of 20 

whether this study documents a specific defective PSE notice.23 21 

 
23 My testimony in the active Avista general rate case similarly recommended notice-design 
changes, grounded there in first-person accounts of specific notice-design problems - a blank 
(footnote continued on next page) 
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I recommend the Commission hold PSE to Washington's existing minimum 1 

content standard under WAC 480-100-128, and consider whether the more protective 2 

standards adopted in Minnesota and Oregon, including an affirmative plain-language 3 

requirement,24 and program-specific contact information with extended notice periods,25 4 

are equally appropriate for PSE.  Regulatory standards developed elsewhere to address 5 

the same behavioral dynamics this record documents, including customer confusion and 6 

the value of a graduated rather than absolute process, are relevant to PSE regardless of 7 

where they originated.  Finally, I recommend the Commission require PSE to conduct 8 

customer testing on any notice redesign before deployment, and to report the results: a 9 

redesigned notice that has not been tested with the population most likely to receive it 10 

carries no assurance that it performs any better than the notice it replaces.   11 

V. BUDGET PAYMENT PLAN 12 

Q. What did your research find regarding customer awareness of, and experience with, 13 

PSE's Budget Payment Plan? 14 

A. A minority (six of 15 participants) stated that they had heard of PSE’s Budget Payment 15 

Plan prior to their interviews, though most of these six could not describe what the 16 

Budget Payment Plan was, or confused it entirely with a different PSE program.  17 

Interview participants lacked a functional, actionable understanding of what the program 18 

is, how it is calculated, or how it differs from PSE's other billing and assistance tools.  19 

 
disconnection date, a shame-inducing tone, and payment-arrangement information buried on the 
back of a door hanger.  Avista v. Wash. Utils. and Transp. Commission, Dkts. UE-260007 & UG-
260008, Henderson, Exh. CEH-1T (June 22, 2026). 
24 Minn. R. 7820.2400. 
25 Or. Admin. R. 860-021-0405; Or. Admin. R. 860-021-0010. 
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This mirrors the pattern I found with the BDR (even though the Budget Payment Plan  1 

has existed far longer than the BDR), and it is worth documenting on its own terms 2 

because the Budget Payment Plan, according to PSE, is a billing tool, not an income-3 

qualified benefit.26  As such, the awareness gap here cannot be explained by income-4 

qualified eligibility screening or income-qualified program capacity. 5 

 Of the six interviewees who said that they had heard of the Budget Payment Plan, 6 

five were unable to explain it beyond saying they had heard of it at some point.  Sandra 7 

could not recall where or how she had learned about it.  Rosa's and Sasha's affirmative 8 

answer that they had heard of the Budget Payment Plan came as part of blanket 9 

statements that they had heard of nearly every PSE program on a list, without detail on 10 

any one of them.   Paul, who is enrolled in both LIHEAP and the BDR and is one of the 11 

more engaged and program-literate participants in this sample, seemed to conflate PSE's 12 

arrearage management plan with the Budget Payment Plan, though at one point he did 13 

reference a program that is "the same level of billing every month."   14 

Marcus is the clearest example of a customer who knew about, and engaged 15 

directly with, the Budget Payment Plan.  He discussed how, approximately one month 16 

before his interview, he investigated PSE’s Budget Payment Plan, which he referred to as 17 

an “averaged bill.”   He understood the basic mechanics well enough to evaluate them 18 

and decided against enrolling, because the annualized average PSE proposed, 19 

approximately $200 per month, was much higher than his actual summer bills of $65.  He 20 

wanted to maintain paying less in the months he actually used less, and found the 21 

averaging design worked against that preference.  He described it as: “(An) averaged 22 

 
26 Exh. SNS-10 at 1 (PSE Response to TEP Data Request 035). 
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bill…It’s averaged over a year.  When I looked at it, I didn’t like that option at all.  $200 1 

in the summer when you know the bills are a lot cheaper than that.” While Marcus has 2 

determined the Budget Payment Plan doesn’t fit his current needs, he is the only 3 

participant in this study who demonstrated the necessary program knowledge to decide 4 

whether the option would be a good fit.  A common theme during PSE interviews was the 5 

expression of shock, frustration, and helplessness in response to winter bill spikes, 6 

however these customers did not seem to have an understanding of the Budget Payment 7 

Plan and it’s potential to bring billing predictability to more customers. 8 

A recognized best practice for affordability offerings is to function as a one-stop 9 

shop: presenting billing-stability tools and income-based assistance together, so a 10 

customer who qualifies for one is naturally routed toward the others, rather than requiring 11 

the customer to know that multiple, separately labeled programs exist and to find each 12 

one independently.  PSE's own website reflects the opposite structure.  In the "Account & 13 

Billing" section of PSE's website navigation, "Budget payment plan" and "Payment 14 

assistance" appear as two separate, parallel menu items, not as a single, integrated 15 

pathway.27  The Budget Payment Plan page itself treats PSE's income-qualified assistance 16 

programs as a separate destination, inviting a customer who might need them to "read 17 

more" on another page entirely, rather than screening for or cross-enrolling them on the 18 

spot.28  This structure requires a customer to already possess the kind of programmatic 19 

awareness that this sample largely does not have. 20 

 
27 Puget Sound Energy.  Budget Payment Plan.  Available at: https://www.pse.com/en/account-
and-billing/payment-options/budget-payment-plan.  Last accessed 22 July 2026. 
28Puget Sound Energy.  Budget Payment Plan.  Available at: https://www.pse.com/en/account-
and-billing/payment-options/budget-payment-plan Last accessed 19 July 2026. 

https://www.pse.com/en/account-and-billing/payment-options/budget-payment-plan
https://www.pse.com/en/account-and-billing/payment-options/budget-payment-plan
https://www.pse.com/en/account-and-billing/payment-options/budget-payment-plan
https://www.pse.com/en/account-and-billing/payment-options/budget-payment-plan
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In a November 2023 report, ACEEE detailed five core strategies for adapting 1 

energy efficiency programs to better reach under-served customers, including low-income 2 

customers, renters, and rural customers.  One of these strategies is providing a one-stop 3 

shop to customers, because a single point of contact for a variety of sources and program 4 

offerings makes it easier for customers, removing friction and barriers related to program 5 

discovery, application and enrollment processes, and the need to substantiate income 6 

across for participation in multiple programs.  PSE’s own processes have already 7 

obviated the need to substantiate income across participation in its BDR and HELP 8 

programs.  However, PSE’s website, navigability, and customer journeys for its BDR and 9 

Budget Payment Plan offerings are entirely distinct. 10 

Other jurisdictions demonstrate that a more integrated model is achievable.  11 

Washington Gas, serving the District of Columbia, automatically enrolls customers 12 

approved for any energy assistance program into both its Arrearage Management 13 

Program and its levelized Budget Plan, concurrently and as a single transaction, without 14 

requiring the customer to separately discover and apply for these two offerings 15 

independently.29  PSE's own materials illustrate the contrast: a customer who wants to 16 

combine the Budget Payment Plan with the Bill Discount Rate cannot do so as a single 17 

online action.30  Combining two of PSE's own programs requires that a customer know of 18 

those programs and navigate to separate sections on the PSE website, or call PSE if they 19 

 
29Washington Gas.  Arrearage Management Program.  Available at: 
https://www.washingtongas.com/get-assistance/washington-gas-cares/arrearage-management-
program Last accessed 14 July 2026. 
30Puget Sound Energy.  Budget Payment Plan.  Available at: https://www.pse.com/en/account-
and-billing/payment-options/budget-payment-plan  Last accessed 19 July 2026. 

https://www.washingtongas.com/get-assistance/washington-gas-cares/arrearage-management-program
https://www.washingtongas.com/get-assistance/washington-gas-cares/arrearage-management-program
https://www.pse.com/en/account-and-billing/payment-options/budget-payment-plan
https://www.pse.com/en/account-and-billing/payment-options/budget-payment-plan
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are not accessing digital tools.  Washington Gas combines its equivalent programs 1 

automatically. 2 

Utilities in other jurisdictions are also working toward more integrated 3 

affordability one-stop shop models to better reach and serve income-qualified customers.  4 

ComEd's Smart Assistance Manager (“SAM”) illustrates a more technology-forward 5 

version of a website-based one-stop-shop model.31  Rather than presenting customers 6 

with a menu of separately described programs, ComEd uses a single tool that helps 7 

customers who are struggling to pay their energy bills by providing payment plans, 8 

discounts, or financial programs that a customer may qualify for.   Customers can log in 9 

to their account or use the tool as a guest, spend approximately one to three minutes 10 

answering questions, and are then provided with the offerings they likely qualify for, 11 

including the Low-Income Home Energy Assistance Program, Illinois' Percentage of 12 

Income Payment Plan, ComEd's own Low-Income Discount, ComEd’s own Budget 13 

Billing program, and deferred payment arrangements.  It then routes customers directly to 14 

the applications for whatever they may qualify for.  The customer does not need to 15 

already know which program applies to them or file separate applications for each one; 16 

the tool performs that determination and directs them accordingly.  This is the version of 17 

a "single point of entry" that industry groups such as ACEEE have recommended, and it 18 

stands in useful contrast to PSE's website, which requires a customer to first identify the 19 

correct program category before they can find the application that matches their 20 

circumstances.   21 

 
31 ComEd.  Welcome to the Assistance Finder Tool.  Available at: 
https://secure.comed.com/assistance/finder  Last accessed 28 July 2026. 

https://secure.comed.com/assistance/finder


Exh. CEH-1T 
Response Testimony of Courtney Henderson 

 

35 
 

Q. Do you have any recommendations regarding how the Commission and PSE's 1 

advisory committees should evaluate PSE's characterization of the Budget Payment 2 

Plan? 3 

A. I recommend the Commission require PSE to bring the categorization question of its 4 

Budget Payment Plan directly to the Low-Income Advisory Committee and Equity 5 

Advisory Group.32  Specifically, PSE should present to both groups the assertion, implicit 6 

in how PSE structures its website and eligibility rules and included in multiple Data 7 

Request responses, that the Budget Payment Plan is a billing convenience rather than an 8 

affordability program,33 and should ask each group for its perspective on that assertion.  I 9 

further recommend PSE present the Washington Gas model, and other one-stop-shop 10 

examples, to both advisory groups as a benchmark for what a more integrated enrollment 11 

pathway could look like for PSE customers. 12 

Q. Is PSE's Budget Payment Plan subject to an eligibility restriction, and if so, what do 13 

you recommend? 14 

A. Yes.  PSE's website states plainly that, "all residential customers in good standing (no 15 

past due balance) are eligible for the Budget Payment Plan."34  PSE conditions 16 

enrollment in levelized-billing on a customer already being current on their bills.  By 17 

 
32Puget Sound Energy.  Advisory Groups.  Available at: 
https://www.pse.com/en/pages/rates/advisory-groups.  Last accessed 19 July 2026. 
33 See, e.g., Exh. SNS-10 at 1 (PSE Response to TEP Data Request 035). 
34Puget Sound Energy.  Budget Payment Plan.  Available at: https://www.pse.com/en/account-
and-billing/payment-options/budget-payment-plan.  Last accessed 19 July 2026.  This is 
substantively the same category of restriction I identified in Avista's Comfort Level Billing 
program, which excludes customers with two or more past-due bills or an existing payment 
arrangement 

https://www.pse.com/en/pages/rates/advisory-groups
https://www.pse.com/en/account-and-billing/payment-options/budget-payment-plan
https://www.pse.com/en/account-and-billing/payment-options/budget-payment-plan
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definition, this excludes the customers whose bills are the least predictable and most in 1 

need of the payment stability the product is designed to provide. 2 

The Commission's own equal-payment-plan rule permits a utility to refuse to offer 3 

such a plan only to customers "who have been removed from the equal-payments plan for 4 

nonpayment within the past six months or who have more than a two-month past-due 5 

balance on their current account.  However, the utility may offer an equal-payments plan 6 

to any customer when the utility believes this would be in the best interest of all parties 7 

concerned."35   8 

PSE's eligibility rule for their levelized-billing product includes a further 9 

restriction.  A PSE customer who cancels the Budget Payment Plan, for any reason, 10 

"cannot re-start the Budget Billing Plan for 6 months after cancellation."36  PSE's stated 11 

policy, as written, is broader than the Commission’s equal-payment-plan rule: it applies a 12 

flat six-month bar to any cancellation, not only a removal for nonpayment or past-due 13 

balances, but for any reasons that may be unrelated to payment performance at all. 14 

In the customer interviews that I conducted to inform my testimony in the Avista 15 

rate case, I identified two customers, Trinity and Dani, who were specifically denied 16 

Avista’s Comfort Level Billing because of a past-due balance or an existing payment 17 

arrangement, and who described that denial directly and in detail.37  In the PSE customer 18 

interviews, I did not identify a customer who described being denied the Budget Payment 19 

 
35WAC 480-90-138(2)(b); WAC 480-100-138(2)(b).  
36Puget Sound Energy.  Budget Payment Plan.  Available at: https://www.pse.com/en/account-and-
billing/payment-options/budget-payment-plan.  Last accessed 19 July 2026. 
37 Dockets UE-260007 and UG-260008.  Exhibit CEH-1T, Response testimony of Dr. Courtney 
Henderson on behalf of The Energy Project.   

https://www.pse.com/en/account-and-billing/payment-options/budget-payment-plan
https://www.pse.com/en/account-and-billing/payment-options/budget-payment-plan
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Plan for this reason.  However, despite the difference in interview results, I have similar 1 

concerns about PSE’s Budget Payment Plan.  My concerns with PSE's eligibility 2 

restrictions are based on a review of the tariff governing PSE’s Budget Payment Plan, and 3 

to the Commission's regulations, not based on my interviews with PSE customers. 4 

Q. Are there utilities that allow customers to enroll in levelized billing programs, or 5 

equivalent, while in arrears? 6 

A. Yes, there is precedent for this.  Washington Gas, serving the District of Columbia, 7 

Maryland, and Virginia, offers the most structurally analogous program.  Customers who 8 

have been approved by the DC Department of Energy and Environment for any energy 9 

assistance program are automatically enrolled in Washington Gas’s Arrearage 10 

Management Plan (“AMP”) and simultaneously placed on a twelve-month Budget Plan - 11 

the utility’s levelized billing option - without having to resolve their outstanding balance.  12 

The two program offerings are not sequential (i.e., use an AMP first to become current on 13 

bills, and then enroll in levelized billing); instead, they are concurrent.  Washington Gas’s 14 

website markets this directly by stating: 15 

“Based on a recent decision by the Public Service Commission of the District of 16 

Columbia, customers who have been approved by the Department of Energy & 17 

Environment (DOEE) for energy assistance will be automatically enrolled into 18 

our AMP program.  Accounts automatically enrolled into AMP would then be 19 

placed on a Budget Plan, which allows customers to spread the cost of gas bills 20 

over the entire year and enjoy peace of mind with predictable monthly payments, 21 
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for the next 12 months.  Following AMP enrollment, you would be responsible for 1 

only paying the current budget bill amount on time.”38   2 

 Eversource’s Massachusetts Residential Arrearage Management Program 3 

(“RAMP”) allows customers with past-due balances of $300 or more that are at 4 

least 60 days past due to enroll without first clearing the arrears, provided household 5 

income is at or below 60 percent of state median income (“SMI”) and the customer has 6 

applied for energy assistance or receives a qualifying public benefit.  Upon enrollment, 7 

Eversource calculates a monthly budget payment based on the customer's average annual 8 

usage and divides that amount into twelve equal monthly installments.  The RAMP 9 

payment is structured like levelized billing for the duration of the program, though it is 10 

built into the RAMP payment mechanism itself rather than constituting a separate 11 

concurrent enrollment in Eversource's standalone Budget Billing Plan - a structural 12 

distinction from the Washington Gas model. 39   Each on-time payment results in 13 

forgiveness of one-twelfth of the outstanding arrearage; after twelve consecutive on-time 14 

payments, the full balance is forgiven.   15 

Q. Has TEP addressed the eligibility restrictions utilities impose on levelized billing? 16 

A. Yes.  TEP has actively participated in Docket U-210800, which is dedicated to 17 

considering possible changes to customer credit and collection rules, including rules 18 

 
38 Per Washington Gas, if customers have a past-due balance of more than $3,000, they must first 
bring their outstanding balance down to $3,000 or less.  Available at: 
https://www.washingtongas.com/get-assistance/washington-gas-cares/arrearage-management-
program.  Last accessed 9 June 2026. 
39 Eversource, Residential Arrearage Management Program.  Available at: 
eversource.com/residential/account-billing/payment-assistance/residential-arrearage-
management-program.  Last accessed 9 June 2026. 

https://www.washingtongas.com/get-assistance/washington-gas-cares/arrearage-management-program
https://www.washingtongas.com/get-assistance/washington-gas-cares/arrearage-management-program
https://www.eversource.com/residential/account-billing/payment-assistance/residential-arrearage-management-program
https://www.eversource.com/residential/account-billing/payment-assistance/residential-arrearage-management-program
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governing levelized billing.  On April 17, 2026, TEP submitted comments advocating for 1 

the Commission to change the rules to no longer allow utilities to refuse levelized billing 2 

to customers who were removed from a plan within the last six months for nonpayment.40  3 

TEP explained that this provision is unnecessary and overly punitive, and prohibits the 4 

customers who most need levelized billing from accessing it. 5 

Q. Do you agree with TEP’s position? 6 

A. Yes, for the reasons set forth in this testimony.  I recommend the Commission require 7 

PSE to work with its Low-Income Advisory Committee to develop a pathway for 8 

enrollment of customers into its Budget Payment Plan with past-due balances or existing 9 

payment arrangements, rather than requiring customers to first become current before 10 

accessing the very product designed to help them stay current.   11 

 I further recommend the Commission clarify, as part of this proceeding, that PSE's 12 

six-month bar on re-enrollment should apply only to customers removed from the Budget 13 

Payment Plan for nonpayment or those who have more than a two-month past-due balance, 14 

consistent with the Commission's own rule, rather than to any cancellation regardless of 15 

the reason.  I offer this recommendation on the basis of preventing foreseeable harm. 16 

VI. BILL DISCOUNT RATE MARKETING, EDUCATION, AND OUTREACH 17 

Q. What did your research find regarding customer awareness of the Bill Discount 18 

Rate? 19 

A. Awareness of the BDR is generally low in this sample.  Nine of fifteen participants had 20 

never heard of the BDR, even though five were enrolled in it (of those five, three did not 21 

 
40 Dkt. U-210800, Comments of the Energy Project on Possible Changes to Customer Notice, 
Credit and Collection Rules, Late Fees, Disconnection Fees, Reconnection Fees, and Deposits at 
20 (April 17, 2026) (TEP 2026 Credit & Collection Comments).  
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know they were enrolled until their interview bill reviews revealed this to them).  Further, 1 

all participants recruited for this study were recruited at or below 80% AMI, and thus, 2 

they should all qualify for the BDR. 3 

Marcus presents the closest case of an interviewee who both knew about the 4 

program and acted on that knowledge before his interview: he went to the PSE website 5 

after receiving a regular monthly bill, searching for assistance options.  He applied 6 

directly through PSE’s website.  He described how he was informed that he did not 7 

qualify because his wife is still working, despite his self-reported income in this study 8 

showing he qualifies.  Marcus described the PSE website as easy to navigate, but the 9 

process of referral to a Hopelink, the community action agency that serves North and 10 

East King county, as confusing.41  He did not understand why he was being referred to 11 

Hopelink when he was applying for the BDR directly through PSE’s website.  It is 12 

possible that Marcus’s self-reported income for this study differed than the income he 13 

reported in his BDR application, and thus, he may have truly over-qualified on income 14 

for the BDR (for example, if he experienced a decline in income between his BDR 15 

application date and his interview for this study).   16 

Lydia is the highest-income participant within this sample.  Her household income 17 

($7,100-$7,999 per month) and household size (two family members) put her just under 18 

the 80% AMI for King County based upon PSE's own guidelines setting the qualifying 19 

threshold for a two-person King County household at $8,079 per month.  Lydia’s winter 20 

 
41 Puget Sound Energy.  Local county agencies.  Available at: https://www.pse.com/en/account-
and-billing/assistance-programs/agency-contacts.  Last accessed 17 July 2026. 

https://www.pse.com/en/account-and-billing/assistance-programs/agency-contacts
https://www.pse.com/en/account-and-billing/assistance-programs/agency-contacts
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electricity bills range from $180-$200 per month and she described a general anxiety 1 

about future rate increases, noting that when she looks at bills:  2 

“First, it’s shock.  How come the number is so high?  Then I start to think what I 3 

used the past month that can cause this high bill.  Then I start to think about 4 

inflation.  The whole economy causing everything to go up.  I actually look 5 

through the details to make sure they’re not reading the wrong meter.  The amount 6 

of electricity I use is similar to last year, it’s just the rate is higher…(I’m) annoyed 7 

that I have to pay this.  Nervous, I would say.  Because if it’s already this high, 8 

what about the next year and the year after.  It’s going to get higher and higher.” 9 

Lydia, someone whose household size and income qualify her for the BDR, had never 10 

heard of the program.   11 

Awareness is similarly limited amongst customers enrolled in a different energy 12 

assistance program: Federally-funded LIHEAP.  Two customers who are longtime 13 

LIHEAP recipients, Diana for approximately twenty years and Clara for nearly ten years,  14 

had never heard of the BDR.  Both customers have spent a decade or more inside a 15 

system of means-tested energy assistance in PSE's service territory, yet they have not 16 

encountered PSE's own discount program.   17 

Q. In your research, did you find customers who were enrolled in the Bill Discount 18 

Rate but unaware of their own enrollment? 19 

A. Yes.  Five of the fifteen customers I interviewed had an active BDR discount applied to 20 

their PSE bill at the time of their interview.  Of those five, three displayed genuine 21 

surprise, having not known that they were receiving a BDR and not recalling if or how 22 

they had ever enrolled. 23 
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Tara, who lives alone in a multi-family condo building in King County and whose 1 

monthly income is less than $2,000, did not know she was receiving a BDR, worth just 2 

over $6.00 on her most recent PSE bill, until we found the line item on her bill together.  3 

She was unsure what the discount even represented, stating, “I don't really know what 4 

that means.  Is it I'm using less (energy) than the month before?”   5 

Amber's reaction was similarly one of discovery.  She noted, “I just know our bill 6 

is crazy expensive…it wasn’t so bad in the beginning when we first moved in, like the first 7 

couple of years.  But the last few years, it’s been anywhere from $300-$600 a month.  It’s 8 

crazy.  To the point where I’m like, I cannot afford that.”  As she discussed this, she listed 9 

off specific charges and line items on her bill, halting when she saw the BDR: “Oh, 10 

there's a bill discount rate.  Tier 3.  20%.  I didn't know I had that.”  Miles had the same 11 

experience, and articulated the underlying problem clearly: “I'm not surprised to see this 12 

Bill Discount rate, but I don't know what it is or why I got it.”   13 

Donna falls into a middle category worth distinguishing from the other three: she 14 

had a vague, background awareness that she was receiving a BDR on her PSE bill, but 15 

could not recall applying and needed her bill in front of her to confirm the details, saying 16 

only that she “might have” applied at some point.  She elaborated as she looked at her 17 

bill: “There’s a discount per kilowatt cost - something that gives assistance to low income 18 

families.  I can’t tell if I’ve used it.  (Looks at bill).  Bill Discount Rate, I get a 10%, tier 19 

5.”  Her discount translated to just over $5.00 on her most recent PSE bill of 20 

approximately $40, which her 2025-2026 LIHEAP winter season credit of roughly $300 21 

was still being applied to. 22 
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Paul is the one clear counterexample in this sample amongst BDR enrollees: he 1 

identified his own 15 percent discount on his bill without prompting and recalled his 2 

experience enrolling in it during late 2025, noting some initial challenges with enrollment 3 

on the PSE website that were resolved:   4 

“I believe I was trying to sign up for it, but it wouldn’t send me to the right page.  5 

It kept saying no page or something.  So I ended up sending them an email about 6 

it.  Then it miraculously worked when I tried again…They sent me an email back 7 

saying I should be able to sign up for it and it should be working.  I don’t know if 8 

she gave me a link or not, it’s hard to remember.  But when I tried it the next time, 9 

it actually worked and I was able to sign up.” 10 

A customer who does not know they are enrolled in a discount program cannot 11 

verify that the discount is set at the correct tier for their current household income and 12 

size, cannot flag an error if the discount stops appearing on a future bill, and cannot make 13 

an informed decision about whether to also pursue LIHEAP, HELP, or other assistance 14 

that might interact and stack with the BDR.   15 

Q. How did enrolled customers in your research first learn about PSE’s Bill Discount 16 

Rate? 17 

A. Of the five participants in this sample with an active BDR discount at the time of their 18 

interview, only one, Paul, could describe a clear, self-directed pathway to enrollment.  He 19 

found the program on PSE's website, possibly first on PSE's app, then went to PSE's 20 

website to sign up.  He worked through a technical problem along the way - the 21 

enrollment link initially failed - so he emailed PSE directly and tried again, successfully 22 

enrolling in November 2025.  His account reflects self-directed enrollment after learning 23 
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about the BDR from PSE.  None of the other four enrolled participants could offer a 1 

comparable account; indeed, three did not even know they were on the BDR until it was 2 

discovered during their interviews.   3 

 This pattern is consistent with, and likely explained by, the program’s structure: 4 

PSE automatically generates a BDR application for any customer who applies for HELP 5 

and similarly generates a HELP application for any customer who applies for the BDR, 6 

thus increasing the ease of customer enrollments by providing a single application 7 

without additional documentation needed.  Four of the five enrolled participants in this 8 

sample cannot describe how they came to receive the Bill Discount Rate because there 9 

may not have been a discrete moment for them to recall: the benefit arrived attached to a 10 

different program's application, and they could not recall any dedicated communication 11 

marking the moment of BDR enrollment itself.  To be clear, I am not criticizing the dual 12 

enrollment process between the HELP and BDR, but rather observing that customer 13 

awareness of it appears very low.  14 

Q. Did PSE examine similar data on how customers learn about its bill assistance 15 

programs?  If so, what did PSE find? 16 

A. Yes.  PSE's response to TEP Data Request No. 034, Attachment B, includes results from a 17 

survey of 909 customers already enrolled in HELP, Past Due Bill Forgiveness, or the Bill 18 

Discount Rate, conducted in October 2025.  Respondents were asked, using a select-all-19 

that-apply format, how they learned about the program in which they were enrolled.  The 20 

most commonly selected individual sources were PSE's website (43 percent), email from 21 

PSE (19 percent), a local community action agency (13 percent), a friend or co-worker 22 

(11 percent), and a PSE mailer (11 percent), with a PSE advertisement, a PSE event, 23 
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another utility, and other sources each selected less frequently.  PSE stated that 83 percent 1 

of respondents learned about the programs through a PSE source, apparently reaching 2 

that number by summing five sources (website, email, mailer, advertisement, and event), 3 

into a single combined figure.42 4 

The same survey shows that, among this enrolled population, 25 percent of 5 

respondents wanted a better explanation of the programs and 23 percent wanted more or 6 

better communication generally, that a significant number of respondents said in open-7 

ended comments that they had not known about the programs until told by others.  PSE's 8 

own stated next step is to review its program information and communications for clarity 9 

and ease of understanding.43 10 

Q. How do you respond to PSE’s survey? 11 

A. PSE’s survey supports several of my findings.  Among enrolled customers, roughly a 12 

quarter wanted a better explanation of the programs or more communication generally.  13 

The open-ended responses and PSE’s stated next step, to review program information and 14 

communications for clarity, reflect the same opportunity for improvement. 15 

The survey’s conclusion that 83 percent of respondents learned about the 16 

programs through PSE is consistent with my findings as well.  PSE reaches the 83 17 

percent by combining five separate, non-exclusive answer categories from a select-all-18 

that-apply question, and the full set of answer choices sums to well over 100 percent.  A 19 

 
42 Exh. CEH-4, PSE Response to TEP Data Request No. 034, Attachment B, Bill Assistance 
Survey (Oct. 30, 2025), at slide 5 (“83% learned about the programs through PSE sources”), and 
slide 2 (Methodology: survey population limited to enrolled HELP, Past Due Bill Forgiveness, 
and Bill Discount Rate participants). 
43 Id., slide 12 (program improvement suggestions), slide 14 (open-ended comment themes), and 
slide 15 (PSE's Next Steps). 
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respondent could select both “PSE website” and “a friend or co-worker,” for example, 1 

and be counted within both totals.  The individual categories that make up the 83 percent 2 

also differ from one another in an important respect.  Forty-three of those percentage 3 

points come from PSE's website alone, a channel a customer may encounter while 4 

visiting pse.com for an unrelated purpose, such as paying a bill.  PSE's channels that 5 

reflect the company proactively pushing information outward, email, a mailer, an 6 

advertisement, and an event, total 19, 11, 8, and 2 percent of respondents respectively. 7 

I would also note that the survey population was limited to customers who were 8 

already enrolled in one of these programs.  A survey of customers who successfully 9 

found and enrolled in these programs cannot describe whether PSE's outreach is reaching 10 

customers who are eligible but not yet enrolled, which is a key group my 11 

recommendation is directed toward. 12 

Q. Turning to PSE’s bills, did interview participants demonstrate an ability to 13 

understand PSE’s bill format and the line items related to the BDR and how it is 14 

calculated?  15 

A. For several participants in this sample, PSE's bill functions as a document to be paid 16 

rather than a document to be understood, and that pattern extends beyond the BDR line 17 

item addressed previously in this testimony. 18 

 Priya rated her PSE bill a 4 out of 10 for understandability (with one being not at 19 

all understandable and 10 being extremely understandable.)  Reviewing her own tiered 20 

electricity charges, she described confusion related to the tiers and their usage thresholds 21 

that showed up as different lines on her bill.  She said directly:  22 
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“If you're going to ask me if I find it (my bill) easy to read, no I don't.  It's 1 

confusing.  I understand that there is, and I think I'm 99% right that there is a 2 

basic fee, you're always charged the basic charge.  I think it works like a tax 3 

system... but here it says tier 1, first kwh used, then again says tier 1, first 103 4 

kilowatts used for a different date than the one over there.  It's confusing.” 5 

Sandra expressed confusion when reviewing her PSE bill, describing specific 6 

parts of the bill that she did not understand: “It says Energy Exchange Credit, I don’t 7 

know what that is.  A federal wind power credit, I don’t know about that.  Then it says a 8 

lot about the electricity I’ve used this month.” 9 

Lorenzo read through several line items on his bill, including a basic charge, 10 

tiered electricity charges, an energy exchange credit, a power cost adjustment, and a 11 

federal wind power credit.  He specifically flagged one, labeled "Electric cons program 12 

charge," as an abbreviation he could not interpret.   13 

Simone, reviewing a bill she felt was too high for a home she keeps at 60 degrees, 14 

described her practice of calling PSE and asking a representative to break the bill down 15 

for her:  16 

“Normally we call (PSE) and have them try to break it down for us.  It just doesn’t 17 

add up.  How is this for only a 60 degree home?  I’d understand if I had it 18 

(thermostat) at 80 all the time, but we’re over here freezing and we’re still paying 19 

$300.  It’s very odd.” 20 

This pattern extends directly to the BDR line item itself, as described in my 21 

testimony on BDR awareness: Tara could not explain what her own discount line meant, 22 
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saying of the discount, “I don't really know what that means.”  Similarly, Miles noted the 1 

following about the BDR: “I don't know what it is or why I got it.”   2 

PSE's own website effectively explains the underlying problem.  PSE maintains a 3 

dedicated "How to Read Your Bill" tool, from a bill type library,  that requires a customer 4 

to first select a specific "Bill Assistance" version of the bill, as opposed to a combined 5 

electric and gas bill or customer solar (net metering schedule 150) bill. 44  A customer 6 

must subsequently click through three additional interactive screens - labeled as “bill 7 

assistance 1”, “bill assistance 2”, and “bill assistance 3” on the PSE website, 8 

corresponding to the three pages of a typical PSE bill, though they are not labeled as 9 

such.  Each of these links then requires the customer to select an individual "hotspot" for 10 

further explanation, before receiving any explanation of how assistance programs appear 11 

on that bill.45  Thus, from the point of a customer landing on PSE’s “how to read your 12 

bill” webpage, they then must click through a minimum of three different webpages just 13 

to find information on how to interpret the BDR on their bill.  That also requires a 14 

customer knowing which bill type to select from the PSE bill library, which bill page to 15 

navigate to from three different pages (all different webpages), and which icon to 16 

immediately look for to learn about their BDR.  That architecture may be a reasonable 17 

reference tool for a customer who already knows to look for it, but it is not a substitute 18 

for a bill that explains itself directly, nor does the website provide ease of navigation for a 19 

 
44Puget Sound Energy.  How to Read Your Bill.  Available at: https://www.pse.com/en/account-
and-billing/my-bill/howtoreadyourbill.  Last accessed 18 July 2026. 
45Puget Sound Energy.  How to Read Your Bill:  Bill Assistance.  Available at: 
https://www.pse.com/en/account-and-billing/my-bill/howtoreadyourbill/bill-assistance.  Last 
accessed 18 July 2026. 

https://www.pse.com/en/account-and-billing/my-bill/howtoreadyourbill
https://www.pse.com/en/account-and-billing/my-bill/howtoreadyourbill
https://www.pse.com/en/account-and-billing/my-bill/howtoreadyourbill/bill-assistance
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customer to find and learn about information on the BDR and how to interpret it on a 1 

PSE bill. 2 

This also matters beyond the immediate question of customer comprehension of 3 

the BDR.  The BDR assigns customers to a discount tier based upon income relative to 4 

federal poverty level guidelines or area median income.  A customer who does not know 5 

that she or he is enrolled in the BDR cannot verify whether they have been assigned to 6 

the correct tier, cannot report a change in household income that might qualify them for a 7 

higher tier, and cannot seek assistance in doing so.  Amber’s 20% discount and Miles’s 8 

15% discount may accurately reflect their circumstances - or they may not - but neither 9 

could know.  The discount, for both of them, was effectively invisible: present on their 10 

bills, yet absent from their understanding of their financial relationship with PSE. 11 

Q. What specific changes to how PSE communicates the Bill Discount Rate, and other 12 

assistance programs, do you recommend in this proceeding? 13 

PSE’s communications should be reviewed and aligned with current MEO best practices, 14 

which I testified on extensively in the Massachusetts National Grid rate case.46  Some of 15 

those best practices include that (1) ratepayers be told of changes to rates and offerings 16 

that will impact them in an honest, open, and authentic way; (2) all customer-facing 17 

communications should avoid unexplained technical and legalistic vocabulary (such as 18 

"Energy Exchange Credit") and acronyms (such as "CONS program charge"), be written 19 

at approximately a fifth-grade reading level, and use plain-language terms; (3) at renewal 20 

or recertification, customers should receive multiple notices delivered through at least 21 

 
46Direct Testimony of Courtney E. Henderson, D.P.U. 23-150, Exh. AG-CEH-1, at 22-23 (Mar. 
29, 2024). 
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two different channels; (4) program materials should be made available in the customer's 1 

preferred language, consistent with the language-access recommendation elsewhere in 2 

this testimony.47  I do not suggest that all of PSE’s MEO practices are deficient, only that 3 

I identified a need to review them against current best practices.  4 

These best practices should extend to the monthly bill.  On the monthly bill, PSE 5 

should display the BDR line item, for enrolled customers, together with a plain-language 6 

sentence immediately next to it explaining what the benefit is, the income basis for the 7 

assigned tier, and a single point of contact to verify or update it, in addition to the 8 

percentage and dollar figure the bill currently shows.  For customers who are not 9 

enrolled, the bill should include a brief, plain-language enrollment prompt.  Several 10 

interviewees were receiving PSE bills with their BDR discount but did not know about 11 

the BDR at all.  The bill should be designed around transparency and customer 12 

comprehension, prioritizing the information most important to the customer.  Lastly, I 13 

recommend PSE bring the content currently housed in its "How to Read Your Bill: Bill 14 

Assistance" walkthrough directly onto the bill itself, or immediately adjacent to it in a 15 

customer's online account, rather than requiring a customer to navigate to a separate tool 16 

and click through several additional screens to find it.48  A bill that requires a customer to 17 

already know a separate explanatory tool exists, locate it, and click through multiple 18 

screens is not, in practice, a communication tool for the customers described in this 19 

testimony, none of whom reported any knowledge of the tool. 20 

 
47 Direct Testimony of Courtney E. Henderson, D.P.U. 23-150, Exh. AG-CEH-1, at 22-23 (Mar. 
29, 2024). 
48Puget Sound Energy.  How to Read Your Bill:  Bill Assistance.  Available at: 
https://www.pse.com/en/account-and-billing/my-bill/howtoreadyourbill/bill-assistance.  Last 
accessed 18 July 2026. 

https://www.pse.com/en/account-and-billing/my-bill/howtoreadyourbill/bill-assistance
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Q. Finally, did you identify any administrative or procedural barriers, apart from 1 

income eligibility, that prevented customers from enrolling in or retaining Bill 2 

Discount Rate benefits? 3 

A. Yes, I identified distinct barriers, none of them related to whether a customer's income 4 

qualifies. 5 

The first, Simone, learned about the BDR from a maintenance worker in her 6 

apartment complex.  He lives downstairs from her and she described how her bills, for a 7 

similarly sized apartment, are much higher than his, despite that he has children living at 8 

home while she does not.  She had applied for BDR through PSE within weeks of her 9 

interview.  She recalled how she had learned that her BDR application was cancelled 10 

because it was submitted using a household name that did not match the primary account 11 

holder on file.  She described her frustration with the experience:  12 

“I called (PSE), the lady was like, that’s fine.  I told her my situation.  She gave 13 

me the link to go apply (to the BDR).  I went there.  I applied but with my own 14 

information, not my partner’s.  But the account is under my partner’s name so 15 

they couldn’t find me in their system.  I put the account number, but it pulled up 16 

her name.  Now it’s been a 2-week thing.  They finally got back to me.  But now I 17 

have to redo it with all her information as well.  She had to go and add me as a 18 

co-accountant.  Because originally my name wasn’t even on the account.”   19 

Simone had received an email from PSE days prior to her interview, with 20 

language detailing the cancellation.  She pulled the email up during the interview and 21 

read from it directly: “primary account holder was not included in the application.  22 

Application was cancelled.  Please reapply online through our PSE portal and make sure 23 
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to list all occupants and include their monthly gross income for all adults.”  She had no 1 

active discount at the time of her interview as a direct result. 2 

The second involves the relationship between LIHEAP and the BDR.  According 3 

to PSE’s processes, BDR enrollment should occur immediately after receiving LIHEAP 4 

and HELP. Yet the two longtime LIHEAP recipients I described above, Diana and Clara 5 

had never heard of the BDR.  When reviewing their bills with me, neither described a line 6 

item for the BDR indicating they were enrolled, even when their bill showed a LIHEAP 7 

credit.  The third is the apparent eligibility-determination discrepancy described by 8 

Marcus above.  His household income, $5,500 to $6,299 per month for a two-person 9 

King County household, falls well within PSE's own published BDR threshold for that 10 

household size and county.49   11 

I recommend the Commission require PSE to conduct a systematic process to 12 

explore fail-point scenarios within the BDR/HELP enrollment process from a customer's 13 

perspective, in order to identify gaps and institute mitigating processes to improve 14 

program enrollment and saturation.  That review should specifically examine the fail 15 

points documented in this testimony. 16 

Q. Does this conclude your testimony? 17 

A. Yes, it does.  18 

 
49Puget Sound Energy.  Assistance Program Income Guidelines.  Available at: 
https://www.pse.com/en/account-and-billing/assistance-programs/Income-Guidelines.  Last 
accessed 26 July 2026. 

https://www.pse.com/en/account-and-billing/assistance-programs/Income-Guidelines

	I. INTRODUCTION
	II. PURPOSE OF TESTIMONY
	III. CUSTOMERS’ LIVED EXPERIENCES OF AFFORDABILITY
	IV. DISCONNECTION PROTECTIONS AND NOTICE PRESENTMENT
	V. BUDGET PAYMENT PLAN
	VI. BILL DISCOUNT RATE MARKETING, EDUCATION, AND OUTREACH

