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New York’s official energy shopping 
portal, NewYorkPowerToChoose.com, 
could benefit everyone. It might easily:

• Educate customers with simple-to-
implement tips to buy or save energy.

• Incentivize ESCOs to help realize 
the Commission’s market vision.

• Protect customers with a structure 
that filters out certain types of offers.

• Support comparison shopping by 
making it easier for everyone to do.

But far from any of this, today it makes 
shopping even harder.  For example, it:

• Confuses customers by providing so 
much information that it overwhelms.

• Disincentivizes quality products and 
requires ESCOs to offer bad deals.

• Fails to protect customers through a 
structure that hardly filters any offers.

• Discourages comparison shopping 
by making comparisons confusing.

Toward these ends, Infinite Energy 
provides this report to the Commission 
to improve this public resource for all.

Rebuilding New York Power to Choose

Even now, 30% of 

New Yorkers are 

unaware that they 

can shop for their 

energy online.

60% of U.S. retail 

energy shoppers 

would prefer to 

purchase energy 

online, but only 

40% can do so. 

Half of all New 

Yorkers don’t feel 

knowledgeable 

about their home 

energy service.

http://www.newyorkpowertochoose.com/


What’s the purpose of a shopping portal?
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This goal requires not only more information, but a better overall 

presentation of information, with a focus on how it will be used. 

In the words of other regulators:

“Be An Energy Shopper has helped over one 

million people shop around for their energy and 

save money. So why not join them and shop 

around for a better deal?“

- Dermot Nolan, Chief Executive

British Office of Gas and Electricity Markets

BeAnEnergyShopper.co.uk

“It is our intention to arm consumers with 

more information about the newly deregulated 

market that can be used in arriving at a 

decision about which marketer to choose.”

- Stan Wise, Commissioner

Georgia Public Service Commission

PSC.state.ga.us

The core purpose of an energy shopping portal is to 
present a variety of retail energy products in a format 
where its users can easily consider all options before 
choosing the one which best fits their individual goals.

http://www.beanenergyshopper.co.uk/
http://www.psc.state.ga.us/content.aspx?c=/gas-marketer-pricing


How do people make choices?
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The “paradox of choice” is that most people want more 
control over the details of their lives – and at the same 
time, also want their lives to be simpler.

Determine
goals

Prioritize
goals

Assemble
all options

Evaluate
each option

Decide
on the best option

To determine goals, people think of 

how different choices make them feel.

Low prices, value-added services, or 

green content: people prioritize goals.

To build a range of choices, people 

assemble all options offered to them.

People evaluate each option against 

both their goals and their other options.

The better one handles each of these 

steps, the easier it is to finally decide.

New York has roughly two hundred ESCOs.  This is good – most 

people want more choices.  But with so many options, one could 

consider the ways by which people choose between them.



Every choice a person makes costs time and energy.  Every 
decision costs mental energy, and its steady depletion causes 
fatigue. This can be why one might eat junk food or impulse buy.

Decision fatigue differs from physical fatigue in that people are 
often unaware of mental fatigue.  But the more choices a person 
makes during the day, the harder each becomes. The brain 
looks for shortcuts – often a temptation toward the following:

• Choosing to do nothing.  Dodging any decision may have 
long-term consequences, but it also momentarily eases 
mental strain. Over time, this can lead to an aversion to change.

• Choosing to act on impulse, rather than spend energy going 
through the impact of a choice. (Just send the e-mail already!)

• Either way, short-term gains and 
delayed costs are prioritized in 
decisions made under fatigue. 
Teaser rates take advantage of this.

• Everyone is subject 
to decision fatigue. 
Judges are society’s 
expert deciders. Even 
so, one study found 
their favorable case 
rulings dropped from 
65% to near zero over 
any given morning –
before jumping back to 
65% after lunch breaks.

Why is it often so hard to choose?
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Decision 
Fatigue

Impulse

Inaction



Problems with shopping in New York
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Today’s Americans spend a lot of time on 
digital devices: nearly 60% are on them 
for over five hours – every day.

But on average, users spend only 10 to 
20 seconds on most websites. If users 
aren’t sold by then, they often leave.

Shopping websites are vying with lots of 
screen time. But New York Power to 
Choose magnifies this with bad design.  
Specifically, as a shopping portal, it is:

• Hard to read.  Clashing colors and 
bold fonts make it difficult to focus on 
the portal for any length of time.

• Too much to take in. Information 
helps, but there’s just too much of it, 
and it’s not presented in usable ways.

• Confusing to use.  From duplicative 
processes to broken links, New York 
Power to Choose is confusing to use.

These problems are puzzling because 
they bother users without their realizing it 
- they just close the page and move on.  
But these problems can all be fixed.

The first 10 to 20 

seconds of any 

user’s visit to a 

website determine 

whether they will 

engage with it.

New York Power to 

Choose must very 

quickly convince a 

user that shopping 

is worth doing and 

that the portal will 

make it easy to do.

But if a user stays 

on a website for at 

least 30 seconds, 

there is a strong 

chance they will 

stay much longer.



What makes the portal so hard to read?
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New York Power to Choose is hard to read because it strains 
your eyes.  This is an easy point to miss, but it may be the most 
important.  If a portal is hard to read, few people will use it.

First, it matters which colors and fonts a portal uses.  New York 
Power to Choose sets harsh black text against a white backdrop.

• As you can see in this sentence, black text is harsher if you’re 
reading it on a screen.  Emboldened black text is even 
more of a strain to read, AND MORE SO IF CAPITALIZED.

• Recoloring all black text gray would resolve this. This soft 
gray, used by PowerToChoose.org, is less of a strain to read.

• The same idea applies to colored backgrounds and white text.  
Color is best when its use strains readers as little as possible.

This white text is set against a soft blue. It’s best used sparingly.

This white text is set against a dark blue.  It’s harder to read.

This harder-to-read text has now been emboldened.

And with two high-contrast colors, this can hurt to read.

Lastly, New York Power to Choose is written in this font, Tahoma, 
which was designed for easy reading. But it doesn’t work there 
because the portal is written entirely in emboldened text.

THE END RESULT IS A PORTAL THAT IS HARD TO READ.

http://www.powertochoose.org/
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What makes the portal so hard to read?

In these selections from New York Power to Choose, you can see 
how the current layout results in a website that is tough to read.

Compare this use of colors and fonts to the formatting choices 
made by Facebook, whose users find it easy to read all the time.
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What information do shoppers need?

Qualityover quantity: onecanprocessonly somuch information. 

Too much leaves users worse off, especially if they don’t need it.

• ESCO names: People remember symbols better than words, 

so weaving brands and logos into the portal could help users.

• Simplify rates: Numbers can be easier when written as basic 

amounts of money, as with 9.3¢/kWh instead of 0.0929/kWh.   

• Green content: Renewables could be promoted by listing 

offers next to their exact green content, between 0% to 100%.

• Cancellation fee: Cancellation fees could be shown in dollars.

• Rate history: Past rates are a weak predictor of future rates, 

but a record of complaints can reasonably predict poor service. 

By replacing rate history with complaint history, the portal could 

promote good service and help shoppers choose beyond price.



To deal with fine print, New York could require every ESCO to 

create an energy facts label for each of its products, and keep 

them all current on New York Power to Choose.  Limiting energy 

facts labels to one uniform format makes comparing them easier.

Key elements:

• Use of logos

• Date on which

product is sold

• Simple display

of how a price 

will work out

• Question and

answer format

• ESCO contact

information

• Service fees

and fees for

cancellation

• Referral to the

terms of service

on some issues

What information do shoppers need?

9



What information do shoppers need?
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A retail energy shopping portal like New York Power to Choose 

could display information in line with four fundamental themes:

• Simple. Present information in a clear and intuitive way.

• Objective. Shopping information is only useful if it is impartial.

• Complete. Include all the information a shopper needs. 

• Brief. Don’t include any information shoppers don’t need.

Consider the lengthy rate history shoppers can see on New York 

Power to Choose in the context of each theme. Would the rate 

history below make it easier for a person to choose, or harder?



What information do shoppers need?

ESCO complaint history could be tied to each product offer on 

New York Power to Choose so shoppers can easily review it.

• Include visuals: Instead of a spreadsheet, consider a graph 

like the one below to show an ESCO’s performance over time.

• Incentivize quality: For example, if the portal limits complaint 

history to the last twelve months and updates it every month, 

ESCOs have added incentive to quickly improve their service.

• Clear categories: New York’s three types of complaints are 

vaguely similar and seem to overlap.  Clearer categories like 

billing, service quality, and slamming would be easier to use.

11



Duplication is a basic problem on New York Power to Choose.

For example, the “Welcome” page, the “Find Offers” page, the 

“Find” tab, and the “Update” link each lead to the same search 

function.  It’s unnecessary to have four buttons for one goal, and 

it makes the portal look more complicated than it actually is. 

How can shopping be streamlined?

12



A portal works best as a one-stop shopping tool.  To that end:

Information unnecessary to shopping but which is tied into 

New York Power to Choose either clutters, or worse, confuses.  

For example, the history of restructuring itself is unnecessary.  

This information could be left out, simplifying the portal for users.

ESCO complaints are kept at the Department of Public Service 

website with other helpful information.  All of this could be tied into 

the portal.  For example, consumer complaint statistics are a good 

way to evaluate the service quality of an ESCO offering products 

on New York Power to Choose, but if they are not tied into it and 

made sortable and searchable, shoppers will miss out on them.

How can shopping be streamlined?

13



The disclosures on New York Power to Choose, pictured 

below, are unnecessary, and may do more harm than good.

For example, shoppers expect (and New York law requires) that 

any retailer honor the prices they post.  To say that ESCOs must 

honor the prices they post suggests that some of them will not.

As a result, these disclosures make energy shopping sound like 

a risky process, rather than a way to save on energy bills or 

obtain better energy service.  This needlessly undermines the 

potential of New York Power to Choose – as the Commission’s 

official shopping portal, it’s a platform by which the Commission 

can help New Yorkers shop the marketplace with confidence.

How can shopping be streamlined?

14



Big choices are easier when broken up into smaller ones.

For instance, think of shopping as a series of binary if / then 

choices. Imagine your ESCO charges 10¢/kWh, and that you 

want a product with a lower price and with maximum renewable 

content.  This goal narrows many options to one if / then choice.

How can shopping be streamlined?

15



How can shopping be streamlined?

Give shoppers basic, brief, and 

unbiased information about what’s in 

the portal and how to find it there.

Display every product alongside all 

the relevant information shoppers 

would want to consider about it.

Make it simple to compare any 

product against every other product, 

in line with each shopper’s goals.

Wherever possible, smooth out the 

process of choosing by eliminating 

any unnecessary steps on the way.

Provide shoppers with the ability to 

search and sort for options based on 

goals: price, renewability, and more.

It can be streamlined based on how people make choices:

Determine
goals

Prioritize
goals

Assemble
all options

Evaluate
each option

Decide
on the best option
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Afterward, its users will find New York Power to Choose:

• Simple.  “Information is intuitively and logically organized.”

• Objective. “All offers are presented in the same equal way.”

• Complete. “As a user, I have what I reasonably need to know.”

• Brief.  “This portal is presented to me in a way I can use.”
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Texas’s portal:
An official one-stop 

shop for electricity.

The official shopping 

portal for Texas is at 

PowerToChoose.org. 

By using it, shoppers 

can effectively narrow a 

wide range of hundreds 

of different options to a

few simple choices.

Texas links its portal to 

an energy saving tool. 

PowerToSaveTexas.org

is as clear and direct as 

Texas’s shopping portal, 

but it is most noteworthy 

because it is so actively 

maintained.  Visitors to 

it can calculate savings, 

track energy usage, find 

out how to save energy, 

and join in contests that 

reward energy savings.

17

Successful examples of official portals

http://www.powertochoose.org/
http://www.powertosavetexas.org/
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Successful examples of official portals

A shopper using the 

Texas portal can go 

through a four-step 

review in which they 

are shown how to 

shop for electricity 

products.  This also 

begins to narrow 

down the large set 

of products which 

are shown when a 

user begins to shop.

For instance, by this 

four-step process, 

one can find every 

plan that matches 

1,001 - 2,000 kWh 

of home usage on a 

12-month fixed rate. 

Going from 370 

options to 127 is 

real progress. This 

is a lot to choose 

from, but with more 

information, it can 

be further narrowed.

18



7

Successful examples of official portals

After reviewing the brief 

explanatory process, or 

bypassing it, a shopper 

can substantially narrow 

their range of electricity 

product offers.

To narrow their choices, 

a user can define goals. 

For example, a user can 

search for offers that:

• Fit their home’s usage.

• Feature a fixed rate.

• Run for 12 months.

• Have no minimum 

usage fees or credits.

• Are post-paid as 

opposed to pre-paid.

• Are not based on the 

time electricity is used.

• Come from a company 

with a great record of 

customer service.

• Are 100% renewable.

19
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Successful examples of official portals

If a user narrows their options based on these goals, they’ve gone 
from 370 options to a simple choice between just two offers.

Four basic themes are at the core of Texas Power to Choose:

• It’s simple: Information is presented in a clear, intuitive way.

• It’s objective: Every offer is presented on an impartial basis.

• It’s complete: It has nearly all the information shoppers need. 

• It’s brief: It excludes any information shoppers don’t need.

The result is a portal that, as of 2016, has helped Texas achieve 

an observable ESCO switching rate beyond 90 percent.

20
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Successful examples of official portals

Georgia’s website:
Short, sweet, and 

straight to the point.

Georgia offers another 

alternative.  It doesn’t 

have an official retail 

energy shopping portal. 

Instead, it provides price 

charts and complaint 

records on a page easy 

for shoppers to use.

Its website is located at 

http://www.psc.state.ga.

us/content.aspx?c=/gas-

marketer-pricing.

Georgia does not have 

a competitive electricity 

market, so its website is 

for natural gas only.  But 

it presents information 

very well.  For example, 

instead of just breaking 

prices down into small 

units, it also expresses 

prices as monthly bills.

21

http://www.psc.state.ga.us/content.aspx?c=/gas-marketer-pricing
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Successful examples of official portals

Britain’s alternative:
An official portal 

to other portals.

Britain offers another way 

of doing things.  Its portal  

BeAnEnergyShopper.co.uk

is a repository of easily 

accessible and digestible 

information about how 

energy shopping works.

But from this official portal 

users choose not a 

product, but rather a 

private portal.  Each has 

standards it must meet to 

be approved by Britain’s 

energy regulators.  

While this does create one 

more choice for shoppers, 

it also ensures that private 

portals are of high quality. 

It also makes it easier for 

regulators to help people 

shop through more 

responsive portals.

22

http://www.beanenergyshopper.co.uk/
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Successful examples of official portals

Private portals, also 

used in America, are 

another approach to the 

need to make shopping 

easier for customers. But 

the British accreditation 

process means that while 

each site is different, all 

of them match up to a set 

of national standards.

Two examples: the first, 

TheEnergyShop.com, is 

an energy-only portal.  By 

contrast Quotezone.co.uk 

works as a one-stop shop 

for many home services.

Another characteristic of 

these websites is in the 

way they build trust with 

users.  Instead of being 

tied to regulators, whom 

customers may not know 

about, they quote reviews 

from British media outlets 

with whom shoppers are 

broadly familiar.

23

https://www.theenergyshop.com/HomeEnergy/
http://www.quotezone.co.uk/utilities/gas-and-electricity.htm


What do these examples have to say?

Always keep usability in mind.  

The examples in this report are clear and readable – in a word, 
usable.  A good way to examine whether a rebuilt New York 
Power to Choose is ready for release is to run usability tests.  A 
test of this sort can be run free of charge through Usability Hub.

A portal can build trust and inspire confidence in shopping.

While the portal need not promote ESCOs, it could still promote 
the idea that shopping for energy is in itself a valuable activity.

Having so many choices requires ample search parameters.

Like Texas, New York has about 200 ESCOs, so its portal could 
use about as many independent search parameters as the Texas 
portal does.  Through the ten parameters the Texas portal offers, 
users can narrow several hundred choices down to two or three.

Choose quality over quantity every time.  

For example, New York Power to Choose lists 103 languages –
but only the English version (the first language of 70% of New 
Yorkers) works.  Just adding a working Spanish version (the first 
language of 15%) would greatly increase access to the portal.

Treat the utility’s default service offer like any other offer.

New York differs from Texas, Georgia, and Britain in that utilities 
provide default service.  So long as this continues, New York 
Power to Choose could work best by treating default service as 
what it is – an offer like any other, to be shown in the same way.

24

https://usabilityhub.com/users/sign_up?test_type=FiveSecondTest


How could these examples be improved?
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Specifically incorporate value-added offers into the portal.

Value-added services are key to the market, but none of these 
examples really showcases them.  New York could make them 
central to its portal so they can be easily found and compared.

Make it equally easy to shop for electricity and natural gas.

Texas’s Power to Choose accounts only for electricity, and 
Georgia only for natural gas.  New York Power to Choose can be 
the best shopping portal in America if it successfully covers both.

In designing the portal, identify teaser rates as teaser rates.

Customers who do not want teaser rates could benefit from 
being able to screen them out by name, while sophisticated 
shoppers who might find value in these rates will still find them.

A sure-fire way to create a satisfying shopping experience.

How people feel about an experience is determined by how they 
felt (1) at the height of the experience - its best or worst moment 
- and (2) at its conclusion, when they’ve had the full experience.  
Therefore, a portal that makes it easy to (1) find great offers and 
(2) complete safe and smooth enrollments will satisfy its users.

However New York’s portal is rebuilt, remember its purpose.

The core purpose of an energy shopping portal is to present a 
variety of retail energy products in a format where its users can 
easily consider all options before choosing the one which best 
fits their individual goals.



The Paradox of Choice
Barry Schwartz, Psychologist
Harper Perennial, 2004

A TED talk by the author of this book covers many of the ideas described in the book, as well 
as some of those in this report.

https://www.ted.com/talks/barry_schwartz_on_the_paradox_of_choice?language=en

Do You Suffer From Decision Fatigue?
New York Times - August 21, 2011

http://www.nytimes.com/2011/08/21/magazine/do-you-suffer-from-decision-fatigue.html

Hard Truths About Disclosure
New York Times - January 21, 2012

http://www.nytimes.com/2012/01/22/sunday-review/hard-truths-about-disclosure.html

Residential Electric Customer Interest in Value-Added Products and Services
Survey by Abt/SRBI Research, done for the New York State Department of Public Service
August 1, 2014

http://documents.dps.ny.gov/public/Common/ViewDoc.aspx?DocRefId={485E4877-FA92-
4712-976A-215CC689FB7D}

New York State Energy Survey Shows Consumers Lack Awareness of Energy Choice
Power Online - August 29, 2007

https://www.poweronline.com/doc/new-york-state-energy-survey-shows-consumers-0001

Reaction times to words vs. symbols for both hands
University of Hawaii at Hilo
Kennie Anderson, Paul Dixon, Linda Karr, Errol Yudko
August 19, 2004

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/15648466

Report to the 85th Texas Legislature: 
Scope of Competition in Electric Markets in Texas
Public Utility Commission of Texas
January 15, 2017

http://www.puc.texas.gov/industry/electric/Reports/scope/2017/2017scope_elec.pdf

Sources and supplemental information
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https://www.ted.com/talks/barry_schwartz_on_the_paradox_of_choice?language=en
http://www.nytimes.com/2011/08/21/magazine/do-you-suffer-from-decision-fatigue.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/01/22/sunday-review/hard-truths-about-disclosure.html
http://documents.dps.ny.gov/public/Common/ViewDoc.aspx?DocRefId={485E4877-FA92-4712-976A-215CC689FB7D}
https://www.poweronline.com/doc/new-york-state-energy-survey-shows-consumers-0001
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/15648466
http://www.puc.texas.gov/industry/electric/Reports/scope/2017/2017scope_elec.pdf

