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Executive Summary 

 
Background and method 
 
This research programme is to assist Ofwat with its assessment of the costs and benefits 
of residential retail competition in the water sector in England by providing an 
understanding of the views and attitudes of customers to various aspects of choice in 
the water market. 
 
It comprises three phases:  
 

 An initial qualitative phase of eight deliberative discussion groups with water 
customers, two groups with ‘early adopters’ of household technology, and eight 
depth interviews with customers in vulnerable circumstances such as long term 
health problems or disability, or financial stress 

 A quantitative survey of 2000 water bill payers, comprising 1800 online interviews 
spread across the nine water and sewerage company (WASC) areas in England and 
200 Computer Assisted Telephone Interviews (CATI) targeted specifically at low 
income and older customers.  

 A final stage of qualitative research, including two further group discussions with 
water bill payers and an online discussion forum with some of the participants from 
the previous groups and depth interviewees.  

Key Findings 
 

 56% of customers think that choice of retailer in a water market would be a good 
idea. As well as a general belief in choice, customers expect the market to deliver 
keener prices and innovation in services 

 Customers feel that the market should be easy to switch in terms of time and cost, 
fair and open to all customers. Customers in vulnerable circumstances respond in a 
similar way to the general population when asked about views on competition and 
market models. Customer protections should be retained 

 Although 50% of customers say they would be interested in switching retailer in a 
water market, on average customers require a 25% bill reduction from a market for 
switching to be worth their while. Whilst there are groups of customers, particularly 
technology users, who will switch for low bill savings, there are other groups of 
customers who are likely to show loyalty to existing suppliers, particularly if bill 
savings are not sufficient to make switching worthwhile for them 

 When customers were asked about a market that had no price saving, but where 
retailers offered additional services such as water efficiency, 45% of customers said 
they would be likely to switch. Offers of new services can engage some customers 
who were not minded to switch on price. 
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Switching behaviour and attitudes 
 
Switching behaviour and motivations of customers differs from market to market, with 
price dominating in some such as energy but other markets such as telecoms more 
focused on performance and product.  
 
Four different types of switchers were identified.  
 

 Responsive Switchers do not plan switching in advance, but are prompted to do so 
by receiving a bill, responding to a call or other marketing from a supplier.  

 Serial Switchers take a disciplined approach to switching and are active and frequent 
switchers across markets.  

 Reluctant Switchers are ‘pushed’ into switching by poor service or another problem.  

 Selective Switchers switch for a particular offer, such as a new product, service or 
innovation.  

Non-switchers were also differentiated into three types.  
 

 Disengaged consumers are unconvinced of the benefits of switching, consider the 
amounts to be not worth switching for, or value their time or effort more than the 
amount they might save.  

 Excluded non-switchers tend not to use technology, who feel they are not able to 
access the best deals which are reserved for internet users.  

 Loyal non-switchers have made an active choice to stay with their current supplier.  

Switching behaviour and segments were quantified in the energy market as this was 
considered by customers to be most analogous to the water market.  
 
More than half of participants in the quantitative survey (59%) have switched energy 
supplier in the past five years, but there is a sizeable minority of around a third who have 
not considered switching in that period. A minority (15%) say they have never even 
considered switching gas or electricity provider. Just over a quarter (27%) are very active 
switchers, switching two or more times in the last 5 years.  
 
Using information on previous switching behaviour in energy and the reasons given, 
participants were allocated to the various switching segments above. This showed that 
in the energy market, the largest single segment was Serial Switchers, which made up 
46% of the participants. The other switching segments were sized as follows: 11% of 
participants were Responsive Switchers, 3% were Reluctant Switchers and less than 1% 
fell into the less price sensitive Selective Switchers segment.  
 
Among non-switchers, Loyal made up the largest proportion accounting for 27% of 
participants in total, while 10% are Disengaged and 2% Excluded.  
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Current water customer experience 
 
Qualitative work indicated that most water customers have relatively little interaction 
or awareness of their water company.  A combination of a good product, bills that are 
generally lower than other household bills and a minimal need for service contact means 
most are satisfied with their water company. However, given that there is no 
competitive benchmark, customers find it difficult to assess value for money in water, 
in contrast to other markets.  
 
This is reflected in the quantitative measures which show generally high ratings of 
overall satisfaction and quality of service. Ratings of value for money are lower, with half 
(51%) of participants saying the value for money of their water company is good or very 
good and a similar proportion (48%) rating the value for money of their sewerage 
company as good (of those who have a separate sewerage company).  
 
Attitudes to the idea of choice in the water market 
 
In qualitative discussion the initial response to the concept of a competitive water 
market is positive. There is a strong emotional response to the idea – it feels ‘more fair’ 
and gives the idea of ‘freedom’ rather than being tied to the local company.  
 
On a rational level, customers expect prices to go down if competition is introduced. 
They also expect greater transparency of costs, improved accountability and that choice 
could push companies to deliver more innovative services.   
 
However, customers do express some concerns and reservations, including potential 
market disruption, possible price rises, confusion about who to contact in an emergency 
and effects on customer service. They also question the extent of price savings available 
and whether it would be worth the time and effort.  
 
In the quantitative survey, 56% of participants said they think choice in the water market 
is a good idea and 13% that it was a bad idea. Favourability to the idea is strongest 
among those who are dissatisfied with their water service provider or who think they 
get poor value for money from their water service provider; early adopters; and those 
who switch in energy. Older customers, those who have not considered switching in 
energy and digitally excluded customers are the least likely to be in favour of choice in 
the water market.  
 
More than half of participants (56%) agree that as a matter of principle there should be 
a choice of water supplier for households; less than half (43%) agree it is important to 
them.  
 
The main expected benefit of choice is that it will drive innovation: 61% of customers 
agree that choice would ‘encourage companies to offer new products and services’.   
Half of customers think prices will go down and just under half that customer service 
will improve.  
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The main disadvantage of choice is it being ‘just another thing to have to make a decision 
about’, which 50% of participants agree is the case. Some customers think it will be more 
difficult to know who to contact in an emergency (42%) and that finding out about 
different water suppliers will be difficult and time-consuming (40%), and 40% agree they 
prefer to stay with the water company they know.  
 
Almost all say lower prices are an appealing benefit of competition (87%). Improvements 
in customer service (74%), and offers of new services such as leak monitoring and water 
efficiency services (66%) also have wide appeal as benefits of competition, along with 
receiving one bill for both water and sewerage services (67%). Improved customer 
service, lower prices and new services appeal across the board, but there is sharp 
divergence of appeal for some other benefits by customer type. In particular, young 
people are much more attracted to loyalty schemes, incentives for switching, and to 
having one company supplying water and energy than are older customers. 
 
Response to models of competition 
 
The research tested response to four models of competition in water which were used 
to understand customer views. The key features of each model are summarised below.  
 

 
 
Qualitative findings show that if the water market is to open to residential customers, 
they want it to be inclusive, fair and want to retain control over the decision to switch 
or not.  
 
These core principles are challenging for limited eligibility models and franchise models 
which are either felt to be structured to allow companies to cherry pick customers and 
discriminate against others, or will eliminate any control customers feel they have over 
choice of company.   
 
The no eligibility restrictions model and the multi-utilities model both address the core 
needs, but the idea of bundling in the multi-utilities model is seen to offer more 
advantages, such as better price discounts as with current bundled product/services, 
and companies that are more advanced with customer services.  
 
Quantitative testing focused on elements of these models rather than the models 
themselves.  
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A market where there are no eligibility restrictions has strong support – 69% of 
customers support this model. Most customers would support a market where 
customers in debt are not able to switch (58%) but markets with more exclusions such 
as having to have a meter or having to pay by direct debit are less strongly supported.  
 
The franchise idea is opposed by nearly two-thirds of customers confirming the 
qualitative findings that this form of the market does not match most people’s 
expectations of competition that it would give customer control over choice of 
company.  
 
In contrast to the findings of the qualitative phase, overall support for the multi-utility 
model in the quantitative survey, at 43%, is somewhat lower than a model where water 
companies only are involved, which is supported by 49%. However, there are sharply 
diverging views on the two models by age group, with younger customers equally in 
favour of the two models, while older customers’ support for the multi-utility model is 
lower than for the water companies-only model, and a large proportion are opposed to 
the idea. This is particularly the case for over 75s, where 40% are opposed to the concept 
of the multi-utility model.  The qualitative phase included few customers over the age 
of 75 hence the stronger support for multi-utility in the qualitative phase of research.  
 
The multi-utility model in principle, and especially the benefits such as single billing 
solutions, therefore appeals particularly to the demographics who are most interested 
in switching.  
 
In the final qualitative stage, a market model was tested which appeared to be emerging 
as most likely to appeal to people interested in switching: 
 

 All customers are able to switch 

 The retail element is billing and customer service only  

 A broader range of services is opened to competition so multi-utility providers enter 
the market 

 Customers could have one bill solution from one service provider for all their utilities 

When reaction to this model was tested qualitatively it appeared to meet customers’ 
key criteria.  
 
Participation in the market 
 
Overall half of customers say they would be interested in switching water company 
given the choice. No price information was given in this question. The groups most 
interested in switching are those dissatisfied with their water and/or sewerage company 
and those who think they get poor value for money from their water/and or sewerage 
company. Least interested groups are older customers, digitally excluded, those who 
have not considered switching utilities, single person households and low income and 
households in the DE socio-economic groups.  
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In group discussions, customers were, however, disappointed to discover that price 
savings from a competitive market (used for the purposes of understanding customer 
motivations) could be as low as £1-£5 per year. They see little point in switching for this 
amount, particularly as price is the key motivation to switch.  In quantitative questions, 
the average saving on their bill required to make it worthwhile to switch was 25%. Six 
per cent say a saving of 5% or less is worthwhile switching for – equivalent to £19 on the 
average bill of £380 for participants who were able to estimate their annual water and 
sewerage bill. 
 
The quantitative data suggests that product and service innovation could play a role in 
driving choice if price differentials between suppliers are low. Although switching intent 
in this scenario is slightly lower than when customers expect high price savings, a large 
minority of participants (45%) say they are likely to switch if additional services were 
provided by water companies. While some customers who were interested in switching 
say they will not switch if there is no price difference, others who were not originally 
interested say they would be motivated by the offer of new services. This reflects the 
wide appeal of the offer of new services and that services such as leak monitoring and 
water efficiency help manage bills, even if the tariff is the same.  
 
In this scenario, early adopters are the most likely group to say they would switch, with 
younger customers and higher income also more likely to say they would switch than 
average.  This aligns with the qualitative work which indicated that for highly technically 
literate customers, new modern and tech-savvy services are enough of a motivation to 
switch in a low price differential market, some enticed by new technology in and of itself, 
while others are more focused on the benefits of technology, and how it can be 
harnessed to reduce bills.  Experience of good or poor service, perception of value for 
money and satisfaction or dissatisfaction with water company does not drive choice in 
the same way as it does when a price differential is expected. 
 
Engagement in the market can be facilitated by a mix of customer information and 
market initiatives. The initiative most likely to capture customers’ attention is for 
companies to offer price-related loyalty discounts, linked to either number of services 
provided or usage based. Ideas around simplifying billing solutions could also maximise 
engagement and are linked to the multi-utility market model.   
 
Using metering policies as an initiative to engage customers is likely to be divisive, as 
non-metered customers are generally less keen on active promotion of metering.. Smart 
meters could work but are not felt to be as interesting as energy smart meters where 
there is felt to be more scope to control and reduce bills.    
 
Customers want the switching process to be easy and straightforward. Some expect 
something similar to the switching guarantee service offered by banks to be put in place. 
They expect one point of contact and a guaranteed timeline by when the switch will be 
achieved.  There is some interest in the use of third party services, such as Flipper, to 
help reduce the hassle of switching.  
 
  



 

 

Accent Ofwat residential competition research - final report.docxAG  07.07.16 Page vii of vii 

Customer protection 
 
Customers are clear that they are not willing to trade protection levels for a competitive 
market. They want to be confident there will still be active regulation by Ofwat.  
 
The key elements of protection customers are looking for are:  
 

 Ensuring prices do not escalate – including controls on spending on marketing 

 Maintaining quality and supply – plus ensuring that customers can contact the 
relevant people in an emergency at any time 

 Protection for disadvantaged customers, including no disconnection, no prepayment 
meters and social tariff for the truly deserving 

 Individual choice on meters – free installation for those who want them, but no-one 
forced to have one and the option to have meters removed 

 Easy switching process, without a complex tariff array and with guidance for those 
who need help choosing 

 Service standards for marketing – no cold calling, no hard selling, no door-to-door 
selling, and simple and easy to understand information.  

Overall the package of protections appears to address the key concerns of customers 
and, were it to be in place and well communicated, most customers say they would feel 
more positive about the idea of competition in the water market.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Background 

The UK Government indicated in a recent paper (‘A Better Deal: boosting competition to 
bring down bills for families and firms’, November 2015) its intention to strengthen 
competitive pressures in order to lower prices across a range of markets. It asked Ofwat 
to review the costs and benefits of extending retail competition to residential water 
customers in England and report by Summer 2016. The purpose of this research 
programme is to assist Ofwat with its assessment of the case for household competition 
in the water market by providing an understanding of the views and attitudes of 
customers to various aspects of choice in the water market. 

1.2 Objectives 

The overall objective of this research is to provide evidence from customers to support 
the analysis of costs and benefits of extending retail competition to household water 
customers. 
 
Specific objectives are to: 
 

 Explore customers’ views on switching household service providers and understand 
current behaviour and attitudes to switching, particularly with regard to energy 

 Assess response to the idea of a competitive water market and perceived associated 
benefits and disadvantages for customers 

 Understand customer views about specific models of competition being considered 
for introduction, and determine preferences for the models  

 Gauge likely participation in the market, and identify barriers to participation in a 
competitive water market and how they could be overcome 

 Identify the important safeguards that customers expect to be in place in a 
competitive water market 

1.3 Approach 

The approach was designed to ensure that the customer perspective is at the heart of 
the review process.  
 
The study comprised three phases of research. 
 
An initial qualitative phase included eight deliberative discussion groups with water 
customers in four different locations in England, two groups with ‘early adopters’ of 
household technology, and eight depth interviews with customers in vulnerable 
circumstances such as long term health problems or disability or financial stress. 
 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/a-better-deal-boosting-competition-to-bring-down-bills-for-families-and-firms
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/a-better-deal-boosting-competition-to-bring-down-bills-for-families-and-firms
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The objectives of this phase were: 
 

 To explore customers’ views on switching household service providers and provide 
understanding of motivations and barriers 

 To assess response to a competitive water market and associated benefits and 
disadvantages to individual households 

 To understand response to a number of different competitive models 
 
A quantitative survey followed which aimed to quantify some of the key findings from 
the group discussions. This survey interviewed 2000 water bill payers, and comprised 
1800 online interviews spread across the nine WASC areas in England and 200 CATI 
interviews targeted specifically at low income and older customers.  
 
The objectives of the quantitative phase were to: 
 

 Quantify the switching behaviour segments identified in the initial qualitative phase 

 Quantify attitudes to the idea of a competitive market in water for residential 
customers 

 Understand the features of a competitive market in water that are of most 
importance to residential customers 

 Understand the relative appeal of the various potential benefits of choice in water 

 Understand the potential for innovation to drive choice in a low margin market 
 
The final stage of research comprised two further group discussions with water bill 
payers and an online discussion forum with some of the participants from the previous 
groups and depths.  
 
The objective of this phase was to take some of the emerging findings from the research 
and other sources and test them further, and in addition to explore some additional 
issues which had emerged as important during the study period.  
 
In addition, social media monitoring was used to listen in to any conversations taking 
place on social media about the issue.  

1.4 Report structure 

The method for the study is set out in detail in Section 2. The findings of the research 
are detailed in Sections 3-9 and conclusions are in Section 10.  
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2. METHODOLOGY 

2.1 Initial Qualitative Phase 

Eight deliberative focus groups were conducted, along with two household discussion 
groups with early adopters, and an additional eight depth interviews with customers in 
circumstances that make them vulnerable.  
 
All groups and depths were recruited by the specialist qualitative recruitment agency 
RiteAngle. A recruitment questionnaire (see Appendix) was used to screen participants 
and ensure they fit the criteria for the group or interview. Participants were incentivised 
to attend receiving a payment of £40 for attending the discussion and £10 for 
completing the pre-task.  
 
Dates of fieldwork were 7th March – 10th March 2016.  
 
Household discussion groups with the general population  

 
Eight groups were structured to cover a range of demographic variables. The locations 
were selected to ensure that some customers received their water services from a water 
and sewerage company (WASC) and some from a water only company (WOC).   
 
Table 1: Focus group structure 

Group 
number 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

Water 
company 
type 

WASC WOC 

Life stage Empty 
nester 

Family Empty 
nester 

Family Family Pre-
Family 

Pre-
Family 

Empty 
nester 

Socio-
economic 
group 

ABC1 C2DE ABC1 C2DE ABC1 C2DE ABC1 C2DE 

Company Severn Trent Yorkshire Water South East Water Bristol Water 

Location Birmingham York Maidstone Bristol 

  
Life stages were defined as follows: 

 Pre-family: aged under 40 with no children at home 

 Family: having children at home 

 Empty nester: over 40, children left home 
 
Socio-economic group is based on the occupation of the chief income earner in the 
household.  
 
In addition, the following criteria were applied to the group participants: 
 

 All were solely or jointly responsible for paying their household water bill 
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 Half had switched at least one of phone company, broadband, electricity, gas, bank 
or supermarket in the last year, remainder were non-switchers  

 Mix of male and female  

 Mix of metered and un-metered customers 

 Mix of bill payment types, including some direct debit payers and some cash/cheque 
payers 

 Mix of renters and home owners  

 Each group included at least two who have contacted their water company in the 
last year. 

The groups were held in viewing facilities (Birmingham) or hotel venues. Two groups 
were held per evening. Two different moderators conducted the groups, each 
conducting four groups. Groups lasted two hours.  
 
Household discussion groups with early adopters of technology  

 
Two groups were conducted, focused on individuals who were self-reported ‘early 
adopters’ of household technology and who had installed at least one device such as a 
SmartHub, smart meter or thermostat in their home.  
 
In addition, all participants were responsible for paying their water bill for their 
household. The groups were held in home and lasted two hours each.  
 
Table 2: High tech group structure 

 Group 1 Group 2 

 Life stage Mixed Mixed 

SEG ABC1 ABC1 

Company Affinity Water Affinity Water 

Location Watford Watford 

 
In-home depth interviews with customers in vulnerable circumstances 

 
Eight depth interviews were included to allow customers in a vulnerable situation to 
contribute to the discussions.  Vulnerable circumstances included disability, having a 
health issue requiring additional water use, and financially struggling.  The specific 
circumstances the eight participants were in were: 
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Table 3: Depth interview participants 

Location Circumstances 

North London Struggling to pay bills, high water need for health issue, young child 

North London Disability and high water need for health issue 

North London High water need, debt/struggling 

North London Debt/struggling to pay bills 

Bexleyheath Debt/struggling to pay bills 

Bexleyheath High water need for health issue 

Watford High water need for health issue 

Watford Struggling to pay bills 

 
 
The depth interviews were conducted in participants’ homes or a venue chosen by them 
(e.g. a local coffee shop). Interviews lasted up to one hour.  
 
Pre-task 

 
All participants completed a pre-task (see Appendix) before attending the discussion 
group or interview. This included information to educate the participants about the 
basic structure of the water industry in England and questions to capture some initial 
responses about the idea of competition. The purpose for using a pre-task was to: 
 

 Provide respondents with confidence when attending a group discussion.  They 
know the subject matter and are prepared for the session 

 Provide an individual participant view and an anchor for the group discussion where 
changes in perspective can be explored as more information is provided 

 Ensure that the time in the groups for discussion is maximised by reducing the 
amount of time required for education.  

 
Topic guide 

 
The topic guide included discussion of the following topics: 
 

 Exploration of current switching behaviour in various household service providers 
such as gas, electricity, broadband, telecoms, banking 

 Baseline views about water companies and the market in general 

 Initial views on the idea of switching water company 

 Views on different ideas for the structure of the market – looking at thin vs thick 
markets, wide vs narrow markets and competition in vs competition for the market 
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– through response to some example market models developed to illustrate the 
various features of these types of market 

 Response to the levels of price differentials likely in a competitive water market and 
likelihood of participation 

 Exploration of how the concepts should be best communicated.  

The topic guide used is included in the appendices.  
 
Show material 

 
A pack of stimulus material was developed with Ofwat to communicate some of the key 
ideas to participants.  
 
This included: 
 

 Background information on the current structure of the water market, including 
explanation of retail and wholesale parts of the market 

 Explanation of key elements of competition, i.e. that it would be limited to retail 
elements only, drawing a comparison with the energy market 

 Descriptions of the four illustrative market models which were discussed during the 
groups and depth interviews. 

The stimulus pack is included in the appendices.  
 
Analysis 

 
All groups or depths were audio recorded or audio and video recorded (Birmingham 
groups). Transcripts were prepared from the recordings for use in the analysis. 
 
Accent works to a comprehensive analysis framework comprising six distinct, but 
related, steps:  
 

 Step One: Initial review – complete read through of the transcripts and review of 
DVDs and notes 

 Step Two: Thematic analysis – the transcripts are re-read for key themes, findings, 
and unexpected issues; the research objectives are used to structure the thematic 
analysis 

 Step Three: Content analysis – the data are closely examined to directly address 
each objective; data are allocated to each objective to ensure as much of the data 
as possible is accounted for 

 Step Four: Cross-case analysis – the data in the different groups/from the different 
depths are compared to establish any important differences or similarities 
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 Step Five: Negative case analysis – the transcripts are re-considered for evidence 
that may disprove the key findings 

 Step Six: Peer review – the data are reviewed by two different researchers who then 
discuss the results; a third researcher may be used to challenge the results and add 
further interpretation. 

 

2.2 Quantitative phase 

Method and sample 

 
The quantitative survey interviewed 2014 water customers in England. Fieldwork dates 
were 18th April – 29th April 2016.    
 
The survey was a mixed method survey with 1814 interviews conducted online and 200 
by computer assisted telephone interview (CATI). The purpose of including the 
telephone interviews was to include older customers and those without access to the 
internet.  
 
Online participants were recruited through the panel provider PanelBase. Telephone 
participants were recruited from a purchased list of ‘lifestyle’ sample which included 
lower income and older participants. The telephone interviews were recruited and 
conducted from Accent’s dedicated CATI centre in Edinburgh.  
 
All participants were solely or jointly responsible for their household’s utility bills.  
 
Quotas were set on region (as determined by postcode) so that at least 200 interviews 
were conducted in each of the nine WASC areas in England. The table below shows the 
achieved number of interviews in each WASC area.  
 
Table 4: Regional quotas 

 Target Achieved 

Anglian Water Minimum 200 225 

Northumbrian Water Minimum 200 229 

Severn Trent Water Minimum 200 224 

South West Water Minimum 200 201 

Southern Water Minimum 200 227 

Thames Water Minimum 200 223 

United Utilities Minimum 200 248 

Wessex Water Minimum 200 213 

Yorkshire Water Minimum 200 224 

 
Quotas were also set on the online survey on age and socio-economic group (SEG) to 
ensure a representative sample for the survey as a whole. Quotas were set using figures 
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from the 2011 Census on head of household (as the closest available to bill payers). The 
tables below show targets and achieved number of interviews in the sample as a whole 
for each quota.  
 
Table 5: Age group quotas 

Age group Target Achieved 

16-34 18% 360 20% 411 

35-49 30% 600 31% 617 

50-64 26% 520 29% 587 

65+ 26% 520 20% 398 

 
Table 6: SEG quotas 

SEG  Target Achieved 

AB 23% 460 28% 559 

C1 31% 620 36% 721 

C2 21% 420 16% 330 

DE 25% 500 20% 395 

 
The data were weighted to the targets on age and SEG.  
Following data weighting the sample had the following profile: 
 
Table 7: Weighted sample profile 

  Weighted base % weighted base 

WASC area Anglian Water 221 11% 

Northumbrian Water 221 11% 

Severn Trent Water 224 11% 

South West Water 209 10% 

Southern Water 241 12% 

Thames Water 208 10% 

United Utilities 262 13% 

Wessex Water 208 10% 

Yorkshire Water 220 11% 

Age group 16-34 901 45% 

35-49 1,113 55% 

50-64 359 18% 

65+ 605 30% 

SEG AB 533 26% 

C1 516 26% 

C2 461 23% 

DE 622 31% 
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Questionnaire 

 
The interview content was designed in close cooperation with Ofwat and drew on the 
results of the deliberative research. 
 
The questionnaire covered: 
 

 Current switching behaviour and attitudes in energy 

 Customer experience from water and sewerage companies 

 Response to the idea of choice in the residential water market 

 Response to aspects of different market models and appeal of benefits 

 Likelihood of participating in the market 

 Demographic and attitudinal information.  
 
Online interviews took on average 11 minutes to complete. Telephone interviews took 
22 minutes on average to complete.  
 
Once designed and agreed, the questionnaire script was programmed into Accent’s 
interview software, Accis.  A single script was used for both methods, with some 
reordering of questions for the different methods.  
 
Pilot 

 
A pilot of 50 online interviews was conducted before the main fieldwork. The pilot was 
used to test: 
 

 the recruitment process 

 the clarity and flow of the questionnaire 

 the appropriateness of the language used 

 the accuracy of all routings 

 the interview duration 

 the survey hit rate. 
 
Following the pilot minor changes were made to the script, namely: 
 

 Restricting the postcode sector field to numbers only. 
 
 
Analysis 

 
The data were analysed in-house at Accent using SPSS. Data tables accompany this 
report.  
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Sample characteristics 

 
Key sample characteristics are summarised in Figure 1 below. 
 
Figure 1: Key sample characteristics 

 
 
 
The following groups were identified in the sample and have been used in the analysis, 
in addition to WASC area, age and SEG groups as described above.  
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Table 8: Sample characteristics: demographic and household 

  
Unweighted 

base 
Weighted 

base 
% Weighted 

base 

Household 
income 

Low income (<£15K pa)  371 415 21% 

Medium income (£15-£40K pa)  957 953 47% 

High income (>£40K pa)  438 379 19% 

Household 
ownership 

Owner occupier  1,341 1,329 66% 

Private tenant  357 338 17% 

Housing association/Council tenant  300 330 16% 

Household 
structure 

Single-person household 343 360 18% 

Two-or-more-person household, no 
children  

1,020 1,039 52% 

Two-or-more-person household, 
with children  

650 614 30% 

Water meter 
Have water meter  1,053 1,064 53% 

No water meter  896 889 44% 

Supplier/ 
billing 

Single supplier for water and 
sewerage 

1,603 1,610 80% 

Separate suppliers, receive single bill  226 219 11% 

Separate suppliers, billed separately 141 141 7% 

Vulnerable 
circumstances 

Household member receives benefits  542 576 29% 

Household member has disability  529 574 28% 

Household member has high water 
need for health reasons 

129 139 7% 

 On WaterSure tariff (self-reported) 64 66 3% 

Struggling/in debt for utility bills 
(self-reported) 

345 360 18% 

Over 75 86 113 6% 

All vulnerable  1,078 1,145 57% 

All vulnerable except over 75  992 1,032 51% 

No vulnerable customer in 
household 

936 869 43% 

Attitude to 
technology 

Digitally excluded – no regular access 
to internet or not confident user of 

internet* 
57 75 4% 

Early adopter (self-reported) 239 223 11% 

*comprising 1% who have never used the internet, 1% who have used but do not have regular access, and 
2% who are not confident users of the internet. 

 
In addition, the data have been analysed by behavioural and attitudinal segments 
including: switching behaviour; switching segment; and satisfaction with water and/or 
sewerage company, perception of value for money from water and/or sewerage 
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company, and rating of quality of service from water and/or sewerage company. Base 
sizes for these groups are shown below.  
 
Table 9: Sample characteristics: attitudinal and behavioural 

  
Unweighted 

base 
Weighted 

base 
% Weighted 

base 

Utility switching 
behaviour 

Switcher  1,228 1,197 59% 

Considerer  148 153 8% 

Non-considerer  638 664 33% 

Energy switching 
segment 

Serial switcher  922 899 45% 

Selective switcher  9 9 0% 

Responsive switcher  221 214 11% 

Reluctant switcher  54 54 3% 

Disengaged  195 198 10% 

Excluded  38 40 2% 

Loyal  511 535 27% 

Satisfaction with 
water company 

Very/quite satisfied  1,468 1,473 73% 

Very/quite dissatisfied  142 147 7% 

Satisfaction with 
sewerage company 

Very/quite satisfied  269 266 13% 

Very/quite dissatisfied 18 19 1% 

Water company 
quality of service 

Very good/good 1,413 1,420 71% 

Poor/very poor 76 77 4% 

Water company 
Value for money 

Very good/good 1,035 1,035 51% 

Poor/very poor 320 322 16% 

Sewerage company 
Quality of service 

Very good/good  248 241 12% 

Poor/very poor 15 15 1% 

Sewerage company 
Value for money 

Very good/good 198 192 10% 

Poor/very poor 50 50 2% 
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Confidence intervals applicable to these findings 

 
The table below shows some indicative 95% confidence intervals (percentage + or -) that 
apply to the results.  
 
Table 10: Confidence intervals applicable to survey findings 

 Percentage being checked 

Sample size 10% or 90% 30% or 70% 50% 

2000 1.3 2.0 2.2 

1500 2 2 3 

1000 2 3 3 

800 2 3 3 

600 2 4 4 

500 3 4 4 

400 3 4 5 

300 3 5 6 

200 4 6 7 

150 5 7 8 

100 6 9 10 

 
Throughout the report percentages may not add to 100% due to rounding.  
 
 

2.3 Second qualitative phase 

This phase comprised two further deliberative group discussions with new participants 
to the research, and an online discussion with some of the participants from the 
previous qualitative phase.  
 
Group discussions 

 
Because the quantitative survey had shown that age was a key differentiator of attitudes 
to switching, one group was conducted with younger participants and one with older.  
 

 Group 1 Group 2 

 Life stage Older, aged 60+ 
Mix of retired and working 

Younger, aged under 40  
All working 

Socio-economic group BC1C2 BC1C2 

Company Affinity Water Affinity Water 

Location St Albans St Albans 

 
All participants were home owners, responsible for their household bills.   
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All completed a short pre-task to: 

 provide some background of the current water market 

 gain individual views on competition in the water and wastewater market  

 introduce the idea of minimum service standards.   
 
The groups were held in a viewing facility on 31st May 2016. Groups lasted 90 minutes 
each.  
 
The topics covered were: 
 

 Initial response to the idea of competition in the water market 

 Potential market set up and protections required 

 Reasons to switch and barriers to engagement 

 Ways to facilitate participation in the market 
 

The topic guide, show material and pre-task used is included in the appendices.  
 
Online discussion forum 

 
The online discussion was conducted using Qualboard software hosted by Toluna. 
Participants from the previous qualitative stage were invited to take part in the 
discussion and 30 agreed to do so, of whom 24 took an active role in the discussion. 
Twenty-two of these were from the group discussions and two from the depth 
interviews with customers in a vulnerable situation.  
 
Table 11: Qualboard participants 

  Number of participants 

Group participants   

Lifestage Prefamily 4 

Family 8 

Empty nester 10 

SEG ABC1 14 

C2DE 8 

Location York 9 

Bristol 4 

Birmingham 3 

Maidstone 6 

Participants in vulnerable 
circumstances 

  

Location London/South East 2 

Circumstances In debt/financially struggling, 
high water need for health 

reasons 

1 

Disability 1 
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QualBoards are: 
 

 Internet-based, ‘virtual’ venues where participants gather and engage in interactive, 
text-based discussions lead by moderators 

 Conducted on the internet – therefore omitting any restrictions due to geography, 
available facilities, time or travel 

 Asynchronous/self-paced – allowing participants to think about what they want to 
say, resulting in rich, detailed responses 

 Conducted in real time - participants can log in and post responses at times that are 
convenient to them 

All those involved in the study such as participants, moderators and all clients access 
Qualboard through a highly secure portal with individual log-ins and passwords.  
 
The user dashboard is easy for participants to use, allowing them to read their messages, 
view a project overview and update their profile for example. 
 
Figure 2: Example Qualboard dashboard 

 
 
The basic discussion itself is a threaded dialog: 
 

 The moderator posts a question 

 The first level of indentation is a participant’s response to the moderator's question 
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 The second level of indentation is a participant’s response to another participant’s 
response (and so on…) 

 
Figure 3: Example Qualboard discussion thread 

 
A discussion guide was developed for the forum in conjunction with Ofwat.  
 
The Qualboard ran for five days and covered five different topics: 
 

 Day 1 – understanding a best-in-class service 

 Day 2 – response to the model emerging as the leader in terms of customer 
preference from previous stages of the research 

 Day 3 – how to encourage and facilitate consumer engagement with a competitive 
water market 

 Day 4 – water as an essential service – how to protect customers in a vulnerable 
situation 

 Day 5 – final thoughts, response to the survey findings and messages to Ofwat 
 
The discussion guide is included in the appendices.  
 
The output of the online discussion forum was analysed by the discussion moderator.  
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2.4 Social media monitoring 

Social media monitoring algorithms were used to sort through items of online content, 
identify trends and interactions relevant to conversations on competition in the water 
and wider energy and utilities market. This data was captured across a wide range of 
sources including social media platforms, private and peer-to-peer forums and customer 
responses on traditional news outlets. Using access to catalogued historical data, social 
media monitoring ran throughout the duration of this project and included online 
responses dating back to January 2014.  

2.5 Quality control 

Accent is registered to the market, opinion and social research International Standard 
ISO 20252 and this project was conducted in accordance to this standard.   
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3. NOTE ON CUSTOMER VULNERABILITY 

 
Customers in vulnerable circumstances are often thought of as a minority. This study 
has looked at a range of vulnerable circumstances both financial and health-related. 
Many customers have multiple vulnerabilities.  
 
It is notable that more than half of customers (57%) are in a household with at least one 
vulnerable circumstance.  
 
The impact on customers in vulnerable circumstances of decision-making and policies 
should therefore be a primary concern, not a minority consideration. Where customers 
in vulnerable circumstances have particular needs or attitudes these have been 
highlighted in the report, but a general finding was that customers in vulnerable 
circumstances responded to competition and the different models of competition in a 
similar way to the general population.  
 
Figure 4: Proportion of participants in vulnerable circumstances 

 
 
In addition, four percent of the sample were ‘digitally excluded’ – that is, those who 
have never used the internet (1%), those who have used but do not have regular access 
(1%), and 2% who are not confident users of the internet.  These customers may also be 
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considered vulnerable in the sense that they are they are excluded from online switching 
and therefore not able to access deals that could benefit them. The use of the online 
survey method means that this segment may be under-represented in the sample.  
Recent Office of National Statistics (ONS) figures show that 87.9% of adults in the UK are 
recent users of the internet (in the last 3 months) and 10.2% of adults have never used 
the internet. They also show that 99.2% of adults aged 16 to 24 years were recent 
internet users compared to 38.7% of adults aged 75 or over, and 25.0% of disabled 
adults have never used the internet. 1 

                                                      
1 ONS Statistical bulletin: Internet users in the UK: 2016 
http://www.ons.gov.uk/businessindustryandtrade/itandinternetindustry/bulletins/internetusers/2016 
(accessed 29 June 2016) 

http://www.ons.gov.uk/businessindustryandtrade/itandinternetindustry/bulletins/internetusers/2016
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4. SWITCHING BEHAVIOUR AND ATTITUDES 

4.1 Switching behaviour and attitudes in the energy market 

Reasons to change supplier 

 
Customers in the focus groups say that in the energy market, price is the biggest reason 
to switch. Customers believe they understand the energy market well, so they feel 
confident in negotiating the switching process, and they have limited loyalty to energy 
companies.  
 
Although price is the dominant factor in decision making in the energy market, there are 
supportive factors that can tip the balance to switch – convenience of customer service, 
brand trust and new services do play a role.   
 
Price-related reasons to switch an energy provider include: a ‘better than’ renewal price, 
direct debit and dual fuel deals, bundled discounts, fixed rates, incentives and offers. 
Convenience related reasons to switch include the ability to have various services under 
one roof, or a single bill.  
 
Brand reputation is important when considering switching, including the trust-
worthiness of a provider, and the certainty of call out times. New services, such as smart 
meters, online services and dashboards are also motivations for switching. Moreover, 
customers expect to easily fulfil all their switching requirements online.  
 

“You get clubcard points or M&S vouchers with EON.” Pre-Family, 
C2DE, Maidstone 

“It's just simple to compare on Uswitch – you just press a button.” 
Family, C2DE, Birmingham 

Reasons to stay  

 
There are positive and negative drivers that influence customers to stay with their 
energy provider. Positive drivers mentioned in the qualitative work include being 
happy with the incumbent and feeling that they are getting a good deal. Negative 
drivers include negative past experiences when trying to switch providers, the 
perception that energy suppliers aren’t acting in customer’s interest and general 
disengagement. 
 

“I don’t like disruption and you hear horror stories of being charged 
too much or people being charge twice.” Pre-Family, Maidstone 

“Sometimes if they’re offering what look like really good promotional 
deals they’ve got small print which mean that maybe after the first 

month or after the first six months or something they’re not actually 
as good as you think they are.” Pre-Family, ABC1, Bristol 
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“Yeah, and I do stay with them because I am a bit apprehensive 
about changing broadband anyway because I think if it goes 

wrong…” Empty Nester, ABC1, York 

 

4.2 Lessons from other markets  

The discussion in the focus groups suggests the broadband market is driven by 
performance and not just price, and is a much more involved decision-making process 
compared to energy. Customers recognise that there are different broadband product 
choices (etc. fibre optic cables, varying speeds). Therefore, product performance is a 
primary driver influencing choice. Customers look for a highly-reliable product service 
with good customer service. 
 
Bundled TV/Phone deals are well received in this market and customers are more 
selective (compared to energy) as each component part is carefully reviewed.  
 
Suggestions for customer service requirements, based on the broadband market will be 
to ensure responsive UK call centres, direct contact with UK customer service agents, 
creating a one-stop-shop for products and services, dedicated call out times and service 
level agreements.  
 

“You need a brand that says – I’ll be here in 30 minutes.”  High Tech, 
Watford 

 
Customers in the focus groups say the telecoms market is about getting the ‘best deal’ 
rather than the ‘lowest price’. The fixed line market though scrutinised by price, usually 
plays a minority role within the wider telecoms, broadband and TV bundle. Overall, 
customers have less reliance on fixed lines, with most bundles offering free 
evening/weekend calls as a standard and less relevant option.  
 
The mobile market compares quite differently, with coverage and the best deal driving 
decision making. Customers use new deals to leverage their existing package, which is 
common place in mobile switching behaviour. The mobile market is also an easier 
market to switch in, where packages are straightforward and easy to understand.  
 

4.3 Switching types segmentation 

From the qualitative information on people’s behaviour and attitudes to switching, four 
switching types emerge based on a degree of proactivity and core switching motivation: 
Responsive Switchers, Serial Switchers, Selective Switchers and Reluctant Switchers.   
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Figure 5: Switching types segmentation 

 
 
Responsive Switchers  
Responsive Switchers have a random approach to switching. They do not plan or 
anticipate changing providers beforehand, although may be prompted if they receive a 
bill or an unexpected call.  Responsive switchers tend to stick with the same providers 
and use competition quotes as leverage for a better deal with their current supplier.  
 

“I was contacted by EDF and they said, ‘Do you realise there’s a price 
promise?’ or something. Is that EDF? I can’t remember. It was an EDF 

Blue price promise I think it was called.”  Pre-family, ABC1, Bristol 

 
Serial Switchers  
Serial Switchers take a more disciplined approach to switching and are likely to plan their 
switching activity around renewal dates. They switch frequently, reward themselves for 
finding the ‘best deal’ and are active across markets and online.    
 

“I’m always on Martin Lewis – I find him tremendously helpful.”  
Family, ABC1, Maidstone 

 
Reluctant Switchers  
Reluctant Switchers will switch only when there’s a particular problem, for instance, a 
service fault or if an issue has been insufficiently dealt with. They find the process of 
switching a hassle and time consuming.  
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“They are rubbish and always asking me to submit meter reads…but 
it’s finding the time to change.” Pre-family, ABC1, Bristol 

 
Selective Switchers  
Selective Switchers switch for a particular offer, such as a new product, service or 
innovation. They are more likely to switch in some markets than others, and tend not to 
be so price sensitive.  
 

“I would switch in something like Broadband where It's not just about 
the cheapest deal.  It's about getting what you pay for.”  Vulnerable, 

C2DE, Watford 

 
Those who stay with their current supplier may be characterised as one of three types: 
Disengaged, Excluded or Loyal 
 
Disengaged  
Disengaged consumers are unconvinced of the benefits of switching, consider the 
amounts to be not worth switching for, or value their time or effort more than the 
amount they might save.  
 
Excluded 
Excluded non-switchers tend to have low levels of technology use, who feel they are not 
able to access the best deals which are reserved for internet users. They typically do not 
have the resources in terms of information or access to take part in the market.  
 
Loyal 
Loyal non-switchers have made an active choice to stay with their current supplier. This 
may be because they prefer to deal with a familiar company, or are happy with the 
service or product they are receiving, or due to reluctance to try a new supplier or 
perceived difficulties of switching.   
 

4.4 Quantifying switching behaviour in the energy market 

Switching behaviour in one market is not necessarily the same as in others. Customers 
in the focus groups say they are more likely to switch supermarket, and gas/electric 
providers, compared to their bank, broadband and mortgage/saving services.  
 
The quantitative research focused on switching in the energy market, since that seemed 
to be the most analogous to the water market, in terms of the type of service being 
provided and the players in the market.   
 
More than half of participants in the quantitative survey (59%) have switched energy 
supplier in the past five years, but there is a sizeable minority of around a third who have 
not considered switching in that period.  
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A minority (15%) say they have never even considered switching gas or electricity 
provider. Just over a quarter (27%) are very active switchers, switching 2 or more times 
in the last 5 years.  
 
Figure 6: Switching behaviour in past 5 years 

 
Early adopters of home technology, high earners, higher socio-economic groups and 
younger people are more likely to have switched in energy.  
 
Figure 7: Extent of switching energy provider in past 5 years 
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Using a combination of behavioural and attitudinal questions, the participants were 
allocated to the various switching segments identified in the qualitative phase, to 
understand the relative size of these in the energy market.  
 
The segments were defined as follows: 
 
Table 12: Switching segments definitions 

Segment Description 

Serial Switcher Switched twice or more in last 5 years, or switched once but say they 
review prices regularly 

Selective Switcher Switched once, trigger was a particular product 

Responsive Switcher Switched once, trigger was ad/call/large bill/ end of contract 

Reluctant Switcher Switched once, trigger was poor service 

Disengaged Not switched, reason = not worth hassle 

Excluded Not switched, reason = debt or other exclusion 

Loyal Not switched, but made positive choice to stay 

 

Price is the dominant motivation for switching in energy and this means that few 
participants fall in to the Selective Switcher segment, who are motivated to switch to 
new suppliers by a new service or product. In fact, less than 1% of participants fell into 
this segment. The largest segment was Serial Switchers, which made up 46% of the 
participants.  
 
Figure 8: Quantification of energy switching segments 
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There are some demographic differences between the segments summarised in the 
table below. 
 
Table 13: Switching segments characteristics 

Segment More likely to be 

Serial Switchers Households with children 
High income households (over £40K pa) 

Responsive Switchers Young people 

Reluctant Switchers Multi-person households with no children 

Excluded DE socio-economic group 
Housing association/Council tenants 
Vulnerable customers 

Loyal Over 65s 

 
There are insufficient Selective Switchers to identify any demographic differences.  
 
Disengaged non-switchers do not appear to have any particular demographic 
characteristics, so appear to be a purely attitudinal grouping.  
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5. CURRENT EXPERIENCE OF WATER CUSTOMERS 

5.1 Customer experience 

In qualitative discussion, most customers have little awareness of, or interaction with, 
their water company.   
 

“I’m aware of them – they are called Affinity but I haven’t had much 
dealing with them.  In fact I’ve never had anything to do with them.” 

Vulnerable, South-East 

 
This is borne out by the quantitative results on customer experience.  
 
Most customers receive only one bill for water and sewerage services. The large majority 
of customers (80%) consider that they are served by one water and sewerage company.  
Of those with separate water and sewerage companies, less than half (7% of the total) 
say they have separate bills from their water and sewerage companies.  
 
Figure 9: Number of suppliers/bills – percentage in each category 

 
 
Most customers have little interaction with their water or sewerage company other than 
paying their bill.  Less than one in five (18%) have contacted their water or water and 
sewerage company for any reason, and only 10% have contacted their sewerage 
company (of those with a separate sewerage company).  
 
 
Figure 10: Contact with water and/or sewerage company 

 
 
 
 
 



 

 

Accent Ofwat residential competition research - final report.docxAG07.07.16 Page 28 of 69 

 
Billing enquires and bill payment are the main reasons for contacting water and / or 
sewerage companies.  
 
Table 14: Main reason for contacting water or water/sewerage company 

Reason % of Total 

To enquire about a bill 36 

To pay a bill 13 

To report a leak 13 

To give a meter reading 10 

Moving house 10 

Ask for/enquire about getting a water meter 9 

To make a complaint 8 

Water quality issue 7 

Water interruption/no supply problem 7 

Water pressure problem 6 

Base: those who contacted water or water/sewerage company (n=371) 

 
Table 15: Main reason for contacting sewerage company 

Reason % of those with 
separate sewerage 

company 

To enquire about a bill 31 

To pay a bill 22 

To report a flood 14 

Moving house 13 

To make a complaint 9 

Ask for/enquire about getting a water meter 7 

Sewerage problem 5 

Set up/change direct debit/reduce monthly payment 5 

Base: those who contacted sewerage company (n=41) 

 
The majority (64%) pay their bill by monthly direct debit with 9% paying cash. Low 
income customers are more likely to pay cash (22%) as are those in debt or struggling to 
pay bills – 33% of these pay cash rather than direct debit.  
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Figure 11: Bill payment methods – percentage using each method 

 
 

5.2 Overall satisfaction and value for money 

In qualitative discussions, the combination of a ‘good product’, bills that are generally 
lower than other household bills, and a minimal need for service contact means most 
customers are satisfied with their water company. However, given that there is no 
competitive benchmark, customers find it difficult to assess value for money in water, 
in contrast to other markets.  

“I don’t notice the bill really, it’s one of the smaller ones.” Family, 
Maidstone, ABC1 

“It's difficult to say if they are good value for money or not because 
there is no comparison and no information.” Family, Birmingham, 

C2DE 

This is reflected in the quantitative measures which show generally high ratings of 
overall satisfaction and quality of service. Ratings of value for money are lower, with half 
(51%) of participants saying the value for money of their water company is good or very 
good and a similar proportion (48%) rating the value for money of their sewerage 
company as good (of those who have a separate sewerage company).  
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Figure 12: Overall satisfaction, rating of quality of service and rating of value for money of 
water and sewerage company 

 
 
 
There are some differences by age group, with younger (16-34) and older (65+) 
participants more satisfied, more likely to rate quality of service as good, and more likely 
to say the value for money is good, than those in the mid age groups (35-49 and 50-64). 
Nearly two thirds of young (aged 16-34) people (63%) rate value for money of their 
water company as good or very good, compared to less than half of 35-49 year olds 
(47%) or 50-64 year olds (45%).  
 
Those financially struggling and those with high water need are less likely to say value 
for money is good or very good (38% of struggling, 43% of those with high water need).  
 
Customers of South West Water are more likely to be dissatisfied – 19% say they are 
quite or very dissatisfied compared to 7% overall. They are also more likely to say they 
receive poor or very poor value for money – 36% compared to 16% on average.  
 
Customers who have contacted their water company about something other than a 
complaint or a service problem are slightly more satisfied with their water company 
(77% satisfied/very satisfied) than those who have not contacted their water company 
at all (74% satisfied/very satisfied), but those who have complained are less satisfied 
(65% satisfied/very satisfied). This confirms that a positive interaction can increase 
satisfaction with the company.  
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A similar effect is seen on perceptions of quality of service, with those who have 
contacted the company about something other than a complaint rating quality of service 
more highly (79% good/very good) than either those who have contacted about a 
complaint (69% good/very good) or not at all (70% good/very good).  
 
Contact with the company has less effect on perceptions on value for money of the 
company. Of those who have had a positive interaction, 53% rate value for money as 
good or very good, compared to 50% of those who have contacted about a complaint or 
problem and 51% of those who have not contacted their water company.  
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6. ATTITUDES TO THE IDEA OF CHOICE IN THE WATER 

MARKET 

6.1 Current understanding of the market 

The social media monitoring showed that competition in the water market is not a 
frequently discussed topic online. The few responses related to water companies are 
typically complaints to a supplier or grievance about an expensive water bill or poor 
customer service. However, the few customers that expressed an opinion on 
competition in the market place, did express an interest in a market that would give 
them choice.  
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Qualitative discussion shows customer understanding of the water market as a whole is 
fairly limited, with few having any detailed knowledge of the structure of the industry.  
 
Most customers know they cannot switch their water company currently. On initial 
consideration of the idea of choice, there is no sense of strong spontaneous demand for 
water market competition.  

“I’ve never thought about it.  I know that we don’t have any choice.” 
High Tech, Watford 

 
However, upon further consideration, customers query why the water market is a 
monopoly. Participants consider the idea in the context of other markets, particularly 
energy, and start to question why water is different.   
 

“Up to 10 years ago I didn’t give it a thought but having thought 
about this now I do feel why don’t we have a choice?” Vulnerable, 

South-East 

 

6.2 Response to the idea of competition in the water market 

Show materials were used in the groups and depth interviews to give participants a 
baseline understanding of the structure of the water industry and what the scope of a 
competitive market might be. At this stage in the discussion, no details about market 
models were shown, and no information was provided about the likely scale of any 
savings which might be made.  
 
The materials used are in the appendix.  
 
The initial response to the concept of a competitive water market is positive. There is a 
strong emotional response to the idea – it feels ‘more fair’ and gives the idea of 
‘freedom’ rather than being tied to the local company.  
 
On a rational level, customers expect greater transparency of costs, improved 
accountability and that choice could push companies to deliver more innovative 
services.  
 
The majority of customers believe that a competitive water market will force suppliers 
to provide better deals with an increased level of service, lower rates and ‘dual fuel’ 
style offers for water and sewerage. Serial Switchers showed the greatest interest, 
believing that a competitive water market could be another low-hassle switching 
experience like energy.  
 

“Well if you’ve gotta pay for it. Anything that you have to pay for I 
think should be competitive. Anything that you have to pay for, 
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whether that’s gas, electricity, chocolate bars, cigarettes.” Pre-
Family, ABC1, Bristol 

 “I believe in the free market so yes.” Vulnerable, South-East 

“I think competition is healthy and it would strengthen customer 
service.” Pre-Family, C2DE, Maidstone 

 
A minority of customers express reservation as an initial response. They consider water 
as a low-cost utility and expect the savings from having a competitive market to be 
minimal. These customers need further clarification regarding responsibility for water 
pipes and billing, and remain unsure about the real advantages to customers beyond 
price. They believe more competition could negatively disrupt the market and create 
more hassle for customers wanting to switch.  
 
Upon further consideration, customers perceive more possible challenges to a 
competitive market. Customers raise concerns about the complexities behind having an 
open market, how it would work, who they would contact in an emergency, how it 
would affect customer services, and which sort of companies would be involved.  
 
Customers also have reservations over the inconvenience and intrusion of a new 
market, such as a fear of increased marketing, cold calls and persistent sales teams. 
Some customers considered that the additional cost of marketing and sales would affect 
the price of services and water prices could actually increase as a result.  
 
There is an internal deliberation among customers after consideration about whether 
the process of switching in an open market would be worth the time and effort.  
 
The majority response is that competition is a ‘nice to have’ providing there is still some 
degree of regulation by Ofwat.  

 “There’s bound to be teething problems at the beginning of anything 
like this.” Empty Nester, ABC1, Birmingham 

“I feel okay at the moment because I feel that it’s reasonably priced. 
If it ever got to the point where it wasn’t reasonably priced then it 

wouldn’t be okay.” Pre-Family, ABC1, Bristol  

“It won’t be good if they are sending round people to knock on your 
door at 9 o clock at night.” High tech, Watford 
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In the quantitative survey, some basic information was provided to participants about 
the idea of competition: 
 

“At the moment you cannot change your water supplier like you can your electricity and 
gas suppliers. The government is considering changing this in the future to bring choice 
for customers into the residential water market.  If this happened, you would still get the 
same water through the same pipes. The same company would still be responsible for 
providing and transporting the water to your home, and removing sewage and waste 
water and treating it. But like in gas and electricity, a different company might send you 
the bills, read the meters and answer enquiries and complaints. What do you think of 
this idea?” 

 
More than half (56%) of participants think that choice in the water market is a good idea, 
and 13% think it is a bad one.  
 
Figure 13: Views on whether introduction of choice in water market is a good or bad idea 

 
 
The chart (Figure 14) below shows how much more or less favourable various groups 
are towards the idea of choice, in terms of the difference of their net favourability (those 
who think it is a good idea minus those who think it is a bad idea) from the average net 
favourability.  
 
The groups most likely to be in favour of the idea of choice in the water market are those 
who are dissatisfied with their water service provider or who think they get poor value 
from their water service provider; early adopters and those who switch in energy; 
households with children, and younger customers (aged 16-34 and aged 35-49); those 
on WaterSure, those with high income (who had higher bills on average) and those 
struggling financially.  Older customers, those who have not considered switching in 
energy, and digitally excluded customers are the least likely to be in favour of choice in 
the water market. This suggests that previous switching experience, expectation of 
financial savings and desire for improved service are the key drivers of favourability 
towards choice in the water market.  
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See Table 8 and Table 9 for base sizes. Splits resulting in segments where base size is less than 50 have 
been excluded from this comparison.  
 

 
Many of those who consider choice in the market a good idea say this is because they 
expect cheaper bills to result. The other main reasons given are that competition is a 
good thing as it removes monopoly, and that there will be more choice which means an 
ability to shop around.  

Figure 14: Relative favourability of customer groups to idea of choice in water market 
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Table 16: Reasons participants think choice is a good idea 

Base: those who think choice is a good idea (n=1137) 

 
Those who are neutral about the idea are a mix of those who are happy with their 
current supplier, those who want more information about the benefits or price savings, 
and those who do not think it will make any difference or are unengaged on the matter.  
 
Table 17: Reasons neutral about idea of choice 

Reason % 

Happy with current service 15 

No difference 12 

Not bothered/interested 11 

Depends on benefits/not sure of benefits 8 

Neither for nor against - neutral 8 

Depends on price/level of saving 7 

Need more information/time to consider 7 

Wary of change/don't want to change 7 

Base: those who are neutral about the idea of choice (n=538) 

 
Some of those who think choice is a bad idea have concerns that prices will go up and 
that it will lead to a more complicated situation that might have operational or 
administrative problems. Some are against privatisation and some think that 
competition has negative aspects or has not worked in other markets.  
 
Table 18: Reasons participants think choice is a bad idea 

Reason % 

Prices will go up 21 

More complicated - operational/administrative problems 19 

Don't see point 19 

Against privatisation - profiteering 17 

Negative aspects of competition - marketing, too much choice etc. 14 

Process doesn't work for other utilities - gas, electric 12 

Will not provide a better service - no benefits, less investment 12 

Happy with current service 11 

No one company to take responsibility (prefer one supplier) 11 

Base: Those who think choice is a bad idea (n=260) 

 

Reason % 

Cheaper bills - better value 46 

Competition is a good thing - removes monopoly 34 

More choice - can shop around/compare 29 

Would provide better service 9 
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6.3 Support for the principle of choice in the water market 

More than half of customers agree that ‘as a matter of principle there should be a choice 
of water supplier for households’ and a minority disagree. However, there is more 
divergence of opinion about whether ‘essential services like water should be open to 
competition’, with 38% agreeing that they should but 35% disagreeing. Therefore, it is 
important to note that the framing of the question can affect the level of support for 
the idea.  
 
Younger customers are more in favour of competition than older customers (aged 16-
49 61% agree, aged 65+ 50% agree).  Those dissatisfied with their water or sewerage 
company are more in favour of the principle (72% agree).  
 
Slightly less than half of participants agreed that it is important to them that there is a 
choice of water supplier.  
 
Figure 15: Agreement with attitude statements on principle of competition 
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6.4 Expected benefits of choice in the water market 

More than half of customers believe that choice would encourage innovation, and 
nearly half believe it will lead to customer service improvements. Half think it will lead 
to price reductions.  
 
Figure 16: Expected benefits of choice in the water market 

 
 
Younger customers are particularly likely to think choice would drive innovation, with 
71% of those aged 16-34 and 67% of those aged 35-49 agreeing.  
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6.5 Anticipated disadvantages of choice in the water market 

Some customers do have concerns about the burden of choice and about potential 
disruption to the market and confusion about who to contact in an emergency.  
 
For half of customers, choice would mean just another thing to have to make a decision 
about, while 40% expect finding out about different water suppliers to be difficult and 
time-consuming.  Low income customers (59%) and over 75s (60%) are more concerned 
about the burden of decision-making.  Over 75s are much more likely to prefer to stay 
with the water company they know (68% agree).  
 
Customers are divided about some aspects.   A third think change to the way the market 
works would be disruptive and a third disagree. Similar proportions agree and disagree 
that changing water suppliers would not be worth the time and effort. Slightly more 
agree (42%) than disagree (33%) that it would be more difficult to know who to contact 
in an emergency.  
 
Figure 17: Anticipated disadvantages of choice in the water market 
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6.6 Appeal of benefits 

Lower prices appeals to almost all. Improvements in customer service or offers of new 
services have more appeal as benefits of competition than potential multi-utility offers.  
 
Figure 18: Appeal of potential benefits of choice in the water market 

 
 
Improved customer service, lower prices and new services appeal across the board, but 
there is sharp divergence of appeal for some other benefits. In particular, young people 
are much more attracted to loyalty schemes, incentives for switching, and having one 
company supplying water and energy than older customers. For example: 
 

 70% of 16-34 year olds say having the same company supplying water and energy is 
appealing, compared to 38% of 65+ customers 

 74% of 16-34 year olds find the idea of incentives to switch appealing, compared to 
38% of 65+ customers.  

All potential benefits are rated less appealing by low income than high income 
customers, reflecting the general higher interest in switching among high income 
customers.   
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7. RESPONSE TO MODELS OF COMPETITION 

7.1 Qualitative response to market models 

In the first qualitative phase, four models of competition were tested with participants. 
The models were developed in conjunction with Ofwat to ensure they were customer 
friendly. They were described as relatively high level concepts rather than detailed.  
 
The models and their key features are summarised below. The more detailed show 
material used in the discussions is included in the appendices.  
 
Figure 19: Summary of market models used in qualitative phase 

 
 
 
Limited eligibility model 

 
This model is included to test the idea of a narrow market where only some customers 
can take part. Examples of this could be a market limited to those with water meters, or 
to those able to pay by direct debit.  
 
The Limited Eligibility Model is often rejected by customers on the basis that it feels 
divisive and discriminatory. Customers compare it to other markets such as credit cards, 
mortgages and broadband where certain households cannot access the best deals due 
to their location or credit history. For customers in vulnerable circumstances equality of 
access to the market is particularly important.  The minority of customers, who are less 
socially conscious, support a market that might preclude those who are a ‘bad risk/high 
debtor’ from being able to switch.  
 
The perceived advantages of this model are that it offers customers a degree of choice, 
with the expectation that it would deliver price benefits for those who qualify. It 
encourages customers to have a meter and pay for what they use, and rewards 
customers with good credit history.  

“If you pay your bills on time then you get a better price – that’s fine 
by me.” Pre-Family, C2DE, Maidstone 

“It’s just like the mortgage or credit card market where not everyone 
can get credit.” Family, ABC1, Maidstone 
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The disadvantage of this model is that it is seen as a negative market framework; a two-
tiered market place which is complicated and socially exclusive. This model would 
potentially preclude those who cannot have a meter from getting involved and new 
companies would ‘cherry pick’ the best customers, leaving incumbent water companies 
left with more challenging customers.  

“I would be concerned about the water company financials – I mean 
some areas of the country have disadvantaged people, are they going 

to be stuck with them?” Empty Nester, ABC1, Birmingham 

“It’s one rule for one. Some of us are more equal than others. It’s 
divisive.” Family, ABC1, York 

“This feels like it’s discriminating families who don’t want to go on a 
meter.” High Tech, Watford 

“This feels discriminatory and it feels as though people in debt might 
end up paying more.” Family, ABC1, Maidstone 

For the majority of customers, the disadvantages of this model outweigh the benefits. 
The key learning is the clear role that OFWAT would need to play in ensuring vulnerable 
customers and others are protected.  
 

“I believe that OFWAT would still need to review pricing structures for 
the other bit.” Vulnerable, South-East 

“You always need regulators ’cause people don’t always understand 
what they’re getting into as well.” Pre-Family, ABC1, Bristol 

“It doesn’t have to be black and white, the market will set the price 
but you still need safeguards in place.” Vulnerable, South-East 

 
No eligibility restrictions model 

 
This model is intended to describe a market with no eligibility restrictions. It is similar to 
model 1 in that the retail element that is opened to competition is just billing and 
customer service, but the differences come from the removal of protections for most 
customers as a consequence of their eligibility to switch. 
 
This model is straightforward and easy for customers to understand. The model is 
considered to be fair and to be likely to drive existing water companies to improve their 
current provision. The most common comparisons of this model are to the energy 
market.   
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The benefits of this model are its fairness and inclusiveness. Anyone can switch and new 
players can enter the market with new ideas and services (e.g. online billing and 
different meters). Price reductions and other incentives and vouchers are other 
expected benefit of this model.   
 

“It's about having a chance to switch and everyone can here.” Family, 
ABC1, Maidstone 

 “I think competition would be good for Yorkshire Water to get them 
on their toes a bit more. Get them a bit more proactive.” Family, 

ABC1, York 

 
Though this model is the easiest for customers to understand, there is a definite concern 
over diluted protection levels, in particular if disconnection protections may be changed. 
Other disadvantages include a perceived risk to levels of customer service. Some 
customers draw unfavourable comparison to the energy market, which they feel 
resulted in shady selling practices.  
 

“If you could have any company coming in then there could be 
cowboys who come in with low prices that don’t last.” Pre-Family, 

C2DE, Maidstone 

“You could compare prices but I would worry that you would get too 
much cold calling with something like this.” Empty Nester, ABC1, 

Birmingham 

 
The key learning from this model is the importance of simple and familiar market design.  
 
The idea of new players is also exciting; though there needs to be clarification over 
whether wholesale prices will still be regulated. 
 

“I do feel a bit worried about there being less protection – what does 
this mean for us.” Empty Nester, ABC1, Birmingham 

“There definitely needs to be some controls in place.” Vulnerable, 
South East 

 
 
Multi-utility model 

 
This model is designed to illustrate a market with no eligibility restrictions and with a 
broader range of services opened to competition. It is possible that such a market might 
lead to a utilities market (or market for household services) with multi-utility providers 
being a strong feature of the market. Because such providers could operate more 
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efficiently (e.g. single call centre, single meter reading contract, integrated billing 
system) it might feature larger discounts than the two previous models, although it 
would have fewer protections. 
 
Qualitatively this was the most well received model. It fulfils the basic principles that 
customers are after – a fair, open and familiar market place with some price ‘plus’ 
benefits. This model is compared to the energy, telecoms and broadband market where 
bundled deals are heavily marketed.  
 
The perceived benefits of this model are that it offers the convenience of a one stop-
shop for all utility services, and customers can also receive one bill (though they would 
require it to be clearly itemised). Customers also expected that bundled discounts and 
additional incentives (e.g. loyalty points) will reduce prices. Furthermore, energy 
companies’ extensive experience in service provision and customer service means 
customers feel more confident that service levels will be consistent throughout.  
 
The disadvantages of the multi-utility model are the apparent lack of control by Ofwat 
and the fewer protections that would be in place. Customers also worry that utility 
companies may become a ‘jack of all trades’ with no knowledge on how to deal with 
specific enquiries, particularly if something goes wrong. Water bills might also go up for 
loyal customers who choose to remain with the incumbent, as well as concerns about 
being tied into bundle packages.  

 “If a company does too many things they do not always do every one 
well and the customer care may be affected. For example, Tesco do 
so many things now and not everything good.” Empty Nester, ABC1, 

York 

“Do the companies have knowledge and skills to provide all utilities?” 
Family, ABC1, Maidstone  

“I am concerned that although prices would inevitably be driven 
down through competition this can sometimes compromise quality of 

service.” Family, C2DE, York  

 
The energy market is seen to be ahead of the curve having been through deregulation, 
and therefore bundling water services within energy companies can give customers 
some confidence.  
 

“I think it’s good with being able to choose utility providers to have 
one bill, one provider, but the same disadvantages as the last one. 

Less protection.” Pre-Family, ABC1, Bristol 

“Providing you are confident with the customer service then this is a 
good option.” High Tech, Watford 
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“It feels like you might be punished for being loyal if your prices go up 
if you stick with your original water company.” High Tech, Watford 

 
Franchise model 

 
The franchise model was described as being similar to the way the rail market works. It 
was intended as an example of a market where competition is for the market, rather 
than in the market.  
 
The franchise model is universally rejected on the basis that it negates customer choice. 
Customers see this as a market place where they may be forced into changing water 
company without input into the decision making process. The key emotional benefit of 
competition in the market place is the freedom of choice which is undermined by the 
principles of this model.  
 
Customers compare the franchise model to the rail market where they feel prices have 
spiralled upwards under the franchising framework.  
 
Customers see some benefits, such as no need to go through the hassle of changing 
water providers and a simpler market for customers, but these are far outweighed by 
the disadvantages.  
 
The disadvantages are that there is no customer choice, and that it feels unfair for 
customers to be forced into switching from their water company without a say. 
Customers do not believe that this model guarantees the best price. They think it might 
lead to geographical variances in service provision. Customers also have concerns over 
how the bid process to award these franchises would be managed. There is a lack of 
trust in the franchise bidding, which customers think might lack transparency and even 
be susceptible to corruption.  
 

“Like the dictatorship we’re talking about. Someone’s deciding for 
you.” Pre-Family, ABC1, Bristol 

“Really? This is open to corruption and sounds like jobs for the big 
boys.” Empty Nester, ABC1, Birmingham 

“It’s less complicated but rail never gets any cheaper does it.” High 
Tech, Watford 

“No I don’t have any trust in this at all.” Family, ABC1, Maidstone 

 
The key learning from this model is that if the market is to be competitive, customers 
want some degree of control over the decision-making process.  
 
Within the franchise model idea, the concept of the community switching model was 
also explored.   
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Though seen as having some benefits the community model is considered impractical 
and difficult to execute well. Customers have the same concerns to that of the franchise 
model where customers lack direct customer choice.  

“I think that idea’s good on paper but in practice running around all 
those people to make decisions together could prove to be quite 

challenging, then you get people who couldn’t be bothered to vote. 
You know what the voter turnouts are. ‘I didn’t have my say.’ Well 

you had your option. I dunno. I see that could be a minefield of 
problems.” Pre-Family, ABC1, Bristol 

“It's bad enough sorting out parking down our road – there is too 
many different opinions to consider.” High Tech, Watford 

“I can see it might work in a little parish somewhere but not down 
our road.” Maidstone, Family, ABC1 
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7.2 Quantitative response to model elements 

In the quantitative stage, rather than show the four models themselves, customer 
reaction to elements of the models was tested.  
 
The quantitative findings largely support the messages from the qualitative research. A 
market where there are no eligibility restrictions has strong support. Most customers 
(58%) would support a market where customers in debt are not able to switch, but 
markets with more exclusions, such as having to have a meter or having pay by direct 
debit, are much more divisive, with slightly more than a third of customers supporting 
these ideas and almost as many opposing them.  
 
The franchise idea is opposed by a large proportion, confirming the qualitative findings 
that this form of the market does not match most people’s needs from competition. 
Nearly two thirds of customers (62%) are against the idea, with a third strongly opposed, 
and only one in ten supporting the concept.  
 
Half of those without a meter are opposed to the idea of a market where a water meter 
is required for switching.  
 
Those on low incomes and those who say they are struggling to pay their bills are more 
likely to oppose than support the idea of having to pay by direct debit.  
 
Figure 20: Extent of support for market model elements 

 
 
In contrast to the findings of the qualitative phase, support for the multi-utility model, 
(43%), is somewhat lower than a model where water companies only are involved (49%). 
There is also substantially more opposition to the multi-utility idea, with 23% opposed.  
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Figure 21: Extent of support for multi-utility vs water company only market model 

 
 
There is a sharp difference in attitude to the two models by age group. Younger 
customers are equally in favour of the multi-utility model and the water companies-only 
model, but for older customers support for the multi-utility model is lower than for the 
water companies-only model, and a large proportion are opposed to the idea. This is 
particularly the case for over 75s, where 40% are opposed to the idea of the multi-utility 
model.  
 
The first stage group discussions included few customers in the over 75 age group, so 
the messages from the groups reflect more the views of the younger participants, and 
therefore those more interested in switching.  
  
Figure 22: Extent of support for multi-utility vs water company only market model by age 
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There are several possible reasons for this difference. It may be that older customers 
particularly remember the early days of competition in energy, and associate these 
companies with doorstep selling and other undesirable practices.  Or, their experience 
of dealing with choice of supplier and tariff in energy may have been confusing or 
difficult, or they may have felt obliged to deal with energy suppliers during switching or 
for customer service using online methods that they are less comfortable with.  
 

7.3 Emerging model preference 

In the final stage of qualitative research, participants were presented with a model that 
appeared to be most likely to appeal to those interested in switching: a model where: 
 

 All customers are able to switch 

 The retail element is billing and customer service only  

 A broader range of services is opened to competition so multi-utility providers enter 
the market 

 Customers could have one bill solution from one service provider for all their utilities 

 
This model appears to fulfil customers’ key needs and largely address customers’ key 
concerns.  
 
The emerging model offers direct choice rather than the strongly disliked franchise 
model analogous with the rail market.   This is assumed to allow customers to change 
provider every year, rather than the longer term contracts associated with rail model. 
 
The inclusive model also addresses concerns that the market may only be open to 
customers who choose to have a meter. 
 

“I wouldn’t want to be on a meter because of our recent experience.” 
Over 60, BC1C2, St Albans 

“Yes – that’s good because I wouldn’t want to be on a meter.” Under 
40, BC1C2, St Albans 

“It is fair for everyone and all customers get a choice and can choose. 
The fact anyone can switch is a good factor.” Pre-Family, C2DE, 

Maidstone 

 
Customers understand that there may be a number of players in the market – water 
companies or other utility providers – and both older and younger customers accept this 
as long as the companies are well known with good reputations for service delivery. 
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They see advantages in having one service provider for all their utilities, particularly the 
idea of one bill.  
 

 “I like the fact known providers can enter maybe like EON or British 
Gas as they are trusted suppliers and most combine their gas and 
electricity so to add water and have one bill would be attractive!” 

Pre-Family, C2DE, Maidstone 

“That you can choose between different suppliers usually means that 
those companies have to offer a more competitive service and prices. 
Also, should you not get these from your supplier you can vote with 

your feet and change supplier. The idea also that you can wrap up all 
of your utilities needs with one company can mean a more 

streamlined billing system and easier household budgeting.” Empty 
Nester, C2DE, Bristol 

 
 
Companies would have to ensure customers were reassured that service standards 
would be maintained.  There are concerns about companies entering the market 
without utilities background, non-UK companies and/or companies who use 
international calling centres for customer service, and companies that might be focused 
on profiteering.  

“It could go either way. If other utility providers enter it may bring 
prices down but on the other hand will the service I am getting now 

go down.” Empty Nester, ABC1, York 

“My concern is that the current electricity and gas providers do not 
have the best reputation as an industry at the moment and 

potentially we are going to have billing issues and other admin 
queries exactly like I have had to sort out with NPower. I do however 

quite like the idea of one utility bill.” Family, C2DE, York 
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8. PARTICIPATION IN THE MARKET 

8.1 Likelihood of participating in the market 

Overall, half of customers say they would be interested in switching water company 
given the choice, a quarter say they would not and the remainder are neutral or don’t 
know. This question did not give any information on any potential pricing or service 
benefits. 
 
Figure 23: Level of interest in switching water company 

 
 
The chart (Figure 24) below shows how much more or less interested various groups are 
in switching, in terms of the difference of their net interest (interested minus not 
interested) from the average net level of interest.  
 
The groups most interested in switching are those dissatisfied with their water service 
provider and those who think they get poor value for money from their water service 
provider. Other groups more interested than average are early adopters, households 
with children, those who think they get poor quality of service from their water 
company, younger customers (aged under 50), high income customers, those struggling 
financially, and those who have switched utilities providers in the last five years.  
 
Least interested groups are older customers, the digitally excluded, those who have not 
considered switching utilities, single person households and low income and DE 
households.  
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See Table 8 and Table 9 for base sizes. Splits resulting in segments where base size is less than 50 have 
been excluded from this comparison.  

 
 
 

Figure 24: Relative level of net interest in switching water company of customer groups 
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8.2 Expected price savings 

In the qualitative work, discussion of the expected levels of price savings was introduced 
towards the end of the discussion.  
 
Customers were disappointed to discover that price savings from a competitive market 
could be as low as £1-£5 per year. They see little point in switching for this amount, 
particularly as price is the key motivation to switch.  
 

“I think I’d laugh if someone cold called me and said, ‘We’ll save 
you...£2 a year.” Pre-Family, ABC1, Bristol 

“I really don’t think you would be bothered to do this for such a small 
gain.” Empty Nester, ABC1, Birmingham 

 
In the quantitative survey similarly, customers’ expectations of savings are high.  
 
Of those who answered, the average saving on the bill required to make it worthwhile 
to switch was 25%. Given that customers’ average estimate of their annual water and 
sewerage bill was £380 (among those able to answer), this equates to around £95. Six 
per cent say a saving of 5% or less is worthwhile switching for – equivalent to 
approximately £19.  Less than 2% said savings of 1-2% – equivalent to around £4-8 – is 
worth switching for.  
 
Younger customers are looking for even higher savings: for 16-34 year olds the average 
required saving is 30% on the bill.  
 
Figure 25: Percentage saving on the bill that would make switching worthwhile 
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8.3 Potential for new services to drive participation in a low price 

differential market 

The qualitative discussion shows that although price dominates in the energy market, 
not all markets have the same characteristics. Other markets like broadband do have a 
stronger role for product and service innovation to drive choice.  
 
Some customer types are particularly interested in new services and products. For highly 
technically literate customers, new modern and tech-savvy services are enough of a 
motivation to switch in a low price differential market. There is a mix of motivations for 
these customers.  Some customers are enticed by new technology in and of itself. They 
want gadgets and new applications (e.g. Cosy, Hive, Salus, Sky Go) that show to others 
such as friends and family that they have the latest thing. Others are more focused on 
the benefits of technology, and how it can be harnessed to reduce bills. Online 
dashboards such as Spark and installed smart meters are examples of technology that is 
beneficial to customers who want real time readings that help them understand their 
usage better, and ultimately reduce it.   
 
General customers find it difficult to think of ‘additional services’ offered by their water 
company but are interested when prompted with ideas. Pipe insurance is the most 
appealing service due to its monetary value, particularly as some households are 
responsible for certain parts of their pipe work. Some customers already have cover 
through third parties (e.g. HomeServe, HomeCare) and think they could save money if 
they purchased this from their water company.  
 
Water filtration and recycling services are less appealing, yet still interesting for 
customers. Water filtration is more appealing for customers in areas with hard water 
(Watford, Maidstone), and where limestone affects household appliances. In some 
cases, customers have bought filters or systems (e.g. Virgin tap) to help solve this 
problem.  
 
Water recycling is interesting for customers who are environmentally conscious. They 
like the idea in principle, but express reservations on how it would work in practice 
beyond the use of water butts and/or recycling grey water when flushing.  
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The quantitative data suggests that product and service innovation could play a role in 
driving choice of supplier if price differentials between suppliers are low. Although 
switching intent in this scenario is lower than when customers expect high price savings, 
still a large minority of participants (45%) say they are likely to switch if additional 
services such as leak monitoring and water efficiency services were provided by water 
companies.  
 
Figure 26: Likelihood of switching if additional services offered but no price difference 

 
 
The chart (Figure 27) below shows how much more or less interested various groups are 
in switching under these circumstances, in terms of the difference of their net interest 
(interested minus not interested) from the average net level of interest.  
 
In this scenario, early adopters are the most likely group to say they would switch, with 
younger customers and higher income also more likely to say they would switch than 
average.  Experience of good or poor service, perception of value for money and 
satisfaction or dissatisfaction with water company does not drive choice to the same 
extent as it does when a price differential is expected. 
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Figure 27: Relative likelihood of groups of switching for service with no price difference 

 
See Table 8 and Table 9 for base sizes. Splits resulting in segments where base size is less than 50 have 
been excluded from this comparison.  
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The 45% of participants who say they are likely to switch if new services were offered 
are not completely drawn from those who were interested in switching on assumed 
price differentials. There is a large overlap – 33% of participants are both interested in 
switching and say they would do so if there were additional services offered but no price 
difference.  However, 12% of participants, who were not originally interested in 
switching, now say they would be likely to switch if additional services were offered such 
as leak monitoring and water efficiency services with no price difference, while 17% of 
participants were originally interested in switching but say they are not interested if 
there is no price difference.  This suggests that offers of new services can engage some 
customers who are not minded to switch on price.  
 
Figure 28: Relationship between interest in switching and likelihood of switching if new 
services offered but no price difference 

 
 
 

8.4 Facilitating customer engagement  

The final qualitative stage included a discussion on how best to inform and engage 
customers about competition if it were to be introduced in the residential market.  
 
Informing customers about competition 

 
Commitment to continued multi-media activity from independent parties and proactive 
contact by water providers will be critical to maximise engagement across customer 
types.   
 
Customers are looking for announcements from independent parties when the market 
opens. Bodies they would expect to be involved in public education include Ofwat, 
CCWater, Which, CAB, and charities.  
 
Social media monitoring showed that Ofwat is considered the go-to account on Twitter 
for queries about the water market and changing regulations. The Money Saving Expert 
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website by Martin Lewis is the go-to account and forum for customer related advice, 
particularly on how to save money.  
 

 
Customers expect a wide range of activity to inform them if competition is introduced,  
including: 
  

 TV advertising campaign 

 Radio broadcasts and discussions on popular programmes e.g. Jeremy Vine/Martin 
Lewis 

 Bill inserts  

 Information at local libraries 

 Community activities e.g. education in community centres 

 Outreach charities.  
 

“There needs to be a campaign like the workplace pension scheme as 
that eventually gets through.” Over 60, BC1C2, St Albans 

“In order to engage the older customers, there needs to be some kind 
of charity or outreach schemes.” Under 40, BC1C2, St Albans 

 
The campaign needs to be multimedia, so that it can engage both older customers who 
may be in sheltered housing and younger customers who are highly digital.  Customers 
expect to see digital activity including email marketing, posts on forums and social media 
but also expect that some kind of face-to-face would be needed for those with bill 
payment issues to provide advice.  
 
Information is welcomed from existing water companies but it is recognised that this 
will not be independent and so could lack credibility.   
 
Informing customers about products and services 

 
There is an expectation that there would be an online platform that would allow easy 
price and service comparisons. Customers would use their preferred, trusted 
comparison sites – uSwitch, comparethemarket, Martin Lewis Money Saving Expert – 
and would expect water companies to be visible on these or as part of a multi-utility 
offer.  Most customers are comfortable with using these kind of sites and are relaxed 
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about providing information about their usage to facilitate quotations, although they 
may not wish to provide information about the prices they have paid in the past.  
 

“Sometimes they will match the price rather than giving you a 
cheaper alternative. It gives them an insight to what you are getting 

now which is good if they are willing to improve and be better but 
negative if they don’t see the need to go to that extra effort.” 

Vulnerable, London 

 
Customers expect information on prices, including length of the contract, payment 
options and any special offers or incentives. They also expect a range of contextual 
information including: 
 

 Customer satisfaction information – comparative customer satisfaction (CSAT) or 
net promotor score (NPS) ratings, and written customer reviews 

 Information about the service standards they can expect such as response times to 
emergencies and enquiries  

 How service will be delivered – for example, location of call centres 

“The main point would be price, to be fair, as that tends to be the 
main dictating factor when choosing a new company. Although, the 

other important aspect of dealing with another supplier would be the 
feedback from previous and current customers as to their quality of 
service that they have been offering, and their ability with problem 

sorting.” Empty Nester, C2DE, Bristol 

 

“I would like to see information on how long the contract was for, 
service repair time, call out time, what service areas were covered 

and not covered, how this compares to other suppliers and where the 
call centre was based.” Family, ABC1, Maidstone 

A significant motivator to switch tariffs/payment plans within existing service provider 
tariffs or to a different service provider is proactive contact.  There is a desire for water 
service providers to take the lead and suggest best tariffs for different households. 
 

“I switch between tariffs but staying with the same provider so I 
might do that.” Under 40, BC1C2, St Albans 

“EDF contact me to tell me what the best tariff is and suggest that.” 
Over 60, BC1C2, St Albans 
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Market initiatives to engage customers 

 
A number of different initiatives are likely to be needed to capture customers’ interest 
and attention, but messages linked to price savings and simplifying billing via easy-to-
use apps are strongest.   
 
The initiative most likely to capture customers’ attention is for companies to offer price-
related loyalty discounts, linked to either number of services provided or usage based. 

“Well if Affinity rang up and said they would half my bill then I’d 
obviously stay with them!! But if it was more of a loyalty discount 

that could be interesting.” Over 60, BC1C2, St Albans 

 
Ideas around simplifying billing solutions could also maximise engagement and are 
linked to the multi-utility market model.  There is interest from some customers for one 
bill that would be accessible via an app or sent via email and it is felt that this would help 
engage the smart/savvy digital consumers.  

“I like the one bill solution. You know you could have an app and you 
open it up and all your bills are on there.” Under 40, BC1C2, St Albans 

 
Using metering policies as an initiative to engage customers is likely to be divisive and 
depend on the usual triggers/barriers to meters, such as numbers in the household, size 
of garden.  If companies offered non-metered tariffs to existing metered customers, this 
could be a positive reason to switch service provider.  

“I can’t believe no-one else has mentioned it – I mean we didn’t get 
any choice because it was there when we moved in but I would switch 

to a company if I didn’t have to have the meter (or metered 
charges).” Over 60, BC1C2, St Albans 

 
Smart meters could work but are not felt to be as interesting as energy smart meters 
where there is felt to be more scope to control and reduce bills.   Customers are unlikely 
to be monitoring usage on a daily/weekly basis so there would be a need to offer high 
level information on water usage and ways to save water and money.   
 
 
Making switching easy 

 
Customers are united that they want the switching process to be easy and 
straightforward. Some expect something similar to the switching guarantee service 
offered by banks to be put in place. They expect one point of contact, ideally in the new 
company, and a guaranteed timeline by when the switch will be achieved.  
 

“I would want the company to do all the work and be in contact with 
the provider I am leaving to sort all the admin. I would want one 
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point of contact, one advisor that I could contact and deal with 
throughout the process.” Family, ABC1, Maidstone 

 
The idea of Flipper was presented – an ‘energy personal shopper’ service which: 
“promises to take away the hassle — For a fee of £25. Flipper.community will 
automatically move your account to the lowest-cost provider, searching for and 
switching to the best possible tariffs as they arise, rather than being a simple comparison 
service. It says users will save £200 — £300 a year, and it will refund the £25 fee if savings 
are less than £50” (Description by Patrick Coulson, The Guardian) 
 
Customers had not heard of Flipper but those currently less likely to switch because they 
thought it would be too much hassle thought this concept could be an interesting way 
of participating without taking any time.  Flipper is only felt to be viable in water if linked 
in with other utilities where savings would be high enough to justify the fee.  
 
There was no interest in an ‘annual water switching day’ – it was felt to be gimmicky and 
could lead to a bottleneck in switch applications. 
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9. PROTECTION FOR CUSTOMERS 

9.1 Importance of protection 

Whilst there is support for an open market, customers in the initial discussion groups 
and depths are clear that they are not willing to trade basic protection levels for the 
ability to choose supplier. They want clarification of Ofwat’s role under any new market 
structure and to be confident that there will still be active regulation.  
 
The areas they particularly expect regulation to be applied are:  
 

 Protection over cold calling 

 Protection over pressurised sign-ups e.g. cooling-off periods need to be built in  

 Protection over vulnerable customers 

 Protection over disconnections 

 Protection over new entrants – ensuring that new entrants are viable businesses 
and not ‘cowboys’ driving market down 

 

“It doesn’t have to be black and white, the market will set the price 
but you still need safeguards in place” Vulnerable, South-East 

 

9.2 Key elements of proposed protections 

In the second phase of qualitative research, a set of protections was tested to see if it 
addressed most people’s expectations for regulation in a competitive market.  
The protections tested were: 
 

• Prices are competitive and do not escalate 
• Service standards are in place 
• It’s easy to switch and understand the different tariffs available 
• No-one is forced to have a meter if they don’t want one 
• Everyone should have the right to a free meter 
• People who have difficulty paying their water bills should have access to a ‘social 

tariff’ 
• Service standards for fair sales behaviour e.g. no cold calling 
• Nobody would be disconnected, and there would not be any pre-payment meters 
• Arrangements so that you can easily contact the wholesaler directly in an 

emergency 

 
All of these are considered important by customers but to varying degrees. An 
approximate order of importance (based on qualitative data) is summarised below.  
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 Critical Areas Specifics 

1 Prices do not escalate Controls to ensure that the market does not 
create high price environment 
Control spending on marketing 

2 Maintain quality and supply Service standards to ensure customers can 
contact the right people (in an emergency) to 
maintain quality of product and ensure 
continuity of supply 

3 Protection for disadvantaged 
customers 

No disconnection 
Pre-payment meters – only if requested 
Properly managed and monitored ‘social tariffs’ 
Social tariffs only for those who really 
need/’deserve’ 

4 Individual choice over meter Free meter installation for those who want them 
No-one to be forced on to a meter 
Opportunity for meters to be taken out 

5 Easy to switch and 
understand 

Need a limited range of payment plans to deliver 
choice 
One-click switching 
Information to support switch process  
Advice of ‘best tariff’ for different households  

6 Service standards for 
appropriate marketing 

No cold calling – to protect vulnerable 
No hard sell 
No door to door 
Simple and easy information 

 
 
Protection over high prices is the most important factor as this could have a direct 
impact on individual bills.  There are concerns that prices can increase in a competitive 
market due to additional costs incurred by the supplier companies, for example for 
marketing.  
 

“Generally speaking with anything that becomes competitive – you 
might get cheaper prices but prices seem to climb up a little bit.” Over 

60, BC1C2, St Albans 

“There will be unnecessary marketing costs.” Under 40, BC1C2, St 
Albans 

 
The second area of importance is ensuring that there are protections in place to deal 
with any issues with the product – quality or supply.  It is important that customers can 
contact the relevant people 24/7 in the event of any service issue.  
 

“Well if there is a problem you have to have a fast response.” Over 
60, BC1C2, St Albans 
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“Help should be available 24 hours a day, 365 days a year as 
emergencies tend to happen out of hours.” Under 40, BC1C2, St 

Albans 

“Arrangements that allow easy contact to wholesaler in emergency 
should be a matter of course! This is a MUST!” Empty Nester, ABC1, 

Birmingham 

“It would be helpful to allow people to contact someone quick and 
efficiently in the case of an emergency, as you may be purchasing 
your water from a company in a different region.” Empty Nester, 

ABC1, York 

 
Most customers agree that some protection needs to be in place for those who were 
truly vulnerable.  There is agreement that no disconnection should take place but 
maintaining commitment to a ‘social tariff’ in an open market is much more debatable.  
The biggest concern with social tariffs is abuse by pockets of customers.  
 

“I’ve never heard of anyone been disconnected so this is a given.” 
Over 60, BC1C2, St Albans 

“Social tariff is a good idea but would need to be monitored 
carefully.” Under 40, BC1C2, St Albans 

“I don’t think anyone minds worthy causes but not if people are 
betting or something then it shouldn’t be the case” Over 60, BC1C2, 

St Albans 

“This is in line with other companies and help should be offered to 
people who can prove they can’t pay their bills.” Under 40, BC1C2, St 

Albans 

 
 
Perspective on meters is highly individual.  Those who have saved money after having 
meters fitted advocate installation for all.  More generally there is a feeling that there 
should be customer choice to have or not to have a free meter and that customers could 
choose to revert to rateable value charging at the point of switch.  
 

“I had to have a meter because they were doing a rolling thing in the 
area and the first two years you could stay – but I didn’t have a 

choice.” Over 60, BC1C2, St Albans 
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“If you have a meter and you feel your bills have gone up then you 
should be allowed to switch out of a meter.” Over 60, BC1C2, St 

Albans 

 “This is a basic provision and should be provided free.” Under 40, 
BC1C2, St Albans 

 
Everyone is in agreement that the market needs to be created to facilitate easy 
switching.  The internet savvy audience are looking for a simple, online, one-click switch 
process. There are some who feel that it will be too complicated and would be looking 
for guidance from the water companies as to which plan/tariff suited them.  Across the 
groups, there is a preference for simplicity and limited range of tariffs, rather than 
complicated multiple tariff options e.g. night/day rates, internet rates, standard, fixed, 
green, etc. 
 

 “Simple is what we want – but it won’t be.” Over 60, BC1C2, St 
Albans 

“Why can’t they say to you – this is the one you should have.  EDF do 
that.” Over 60, BC1C2, St Albans 

“I think if it was going to be some kind of minefield then you would 
want a comparison tool.” Under 40, BC1C2, St Albans 

“It should be easy to switch in this day and age! Why do some 
companies make such a fuss about it? I can only guess as they don’t 

want you.” Empty Nester, ABC1, Birmingham 

 
Ensuring that customers are protected from bad marketing and sales practice is key.  
Preventing companies earning commission on new sales would be one policy to protect 
customers.  Cold calling is the big concern (door to door and telephone) as it is felt to be 
intrusive and affect older, more vulnerable customers.  There is also a desire to control 
the amount of associated paperwork e.g. bill inserts, to reduce cost and environmental 
impact. 
 

 “A lot of people (my mum) are intimidated by cold calling but for me 
it doesn’t matter.” Over 60, BC1C2, St Albans 

“I don’t find that British Gas or Southern Electric cold call – its more 
the utility warehouse people who operate on commission.” Over 60, 

BC1C2, St Albans 

“I don’t think you want to be bombarded by leaflets.” Over 60, 
BC1C2, St Albans 
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“Cold callers are a nuisance.” Under 40, BC1C2, St Albans 

 
Overall this package of protections does appear to address the key concerns of 
customers and were it to be in place and well communicated, most customers say they 
would feel more positive about the idea of competition in the water market.  
 

“Yes, I think this list of protections covers all the problems which 
could occur in this market and, providing all the suppliers signed up 

to this list of protections and the consumer was protected legally 
then I would be very positive about the idea of choice in this market.” 

Vulnerable, Watford 

 

9.3 Views on direct debit and discounts 

Most customers are paying by direct debit at the moment and expect this to continue 
in a competitive market.  
 
The majority of customers feel that it is fair for those paying by direct debit to receive a 
discount. Direct debit is seen as an efficient means of payment for the company, and 
the overall saving of this should be passed down to the customer. 
 

"Direct debit is a more efficient way for the companies to operate but 
I guess if there is a higher charge for cash or cheques it should reflect 

the cost of payment." Empty Nester, ABC1, York 

"This sounds perfect for me as I do pay direct debit so to get 
something back for doing so is good.” Vulnerable, London 

 
The majority of customers thought that it would be a good initiative to offer a discount 
for customers who pay by direct debit. It would encourage switching for customers who 
are looking for the best deal.  
 

“Customers will appreciate the fact that there is a reduction for 
payments by direct debit.” Empty Nester, C2DE, Bristol 

 “I think anyone who pays by direct debit will be interested in 
switching. People who are stuck in their ways will not change.” Empty 

Nester, ABC1, York 

  
Some do think having a direct debit discount would result in particular type of people 
being unfairly treated. Whilst some believe that having a bank account and setting up a 
direct debit is standard and easy to do, others are aware that many aren’t able to set up 
and manage direct debit payments. The type of people who may be unfairly affected are 
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believed to be those with poor credit ratings, some elderly, and those who are paid cash 
in hand.  

“Yes, people who don’t have access to bank accounts and people who 
prefer to pay buy cash or cheque. Although, cheques are being 

phased out soon anyway.” Empty Nester, ABC1, York 

 “I would be happy with this system as I would be saving money, 
however there are people who for whatever reason do not have a 
bank account and they would be unfairly penalised.” Vulnerable, 

Disability, Watford 
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10. CONCLUSIONS  

 
Most water customers are satisfied with their present supplier but find it hard to know 
whether they are receiving value for money because of the current lack of competition 
in the market.  
 
Although there is not a strong spontaneous call for choice in the water market, a 
majority of customers are in favour of the idea of choice once it is raised. It has a strong 
emotional resonance, being regarded as ‘fair’ and giving the sense of freedom.  
Competition is generally regarded as a good thing. Customer choice is expected to lead 
to lower prices, improved quality of service and innovation in service offerings.   
 
A market that is open to all is essential if it is to meet customers’ basic requirement that 
the market be fair and equitable. The market must also allow individual choice if it is to 
meet customers’ needs, which means they are very much opposed to a franchise-style 
arrangement.  
 
A market that is open to new entrants as well as current water companies has 
advantages in the view of many customers. The benefits of multi-utility billing are 
appealing, and the idea that energy companies are the leaders in terms of competition 
and customer service is reassuring for most. However, older customers are less in favour 
of choice in general and are particularly resistant to the idea of energy companies 
getting involved in the market.  
 
The greatest single motivating factor for switching is price. Although the expected price 
differentials in water are disappointing to customers, there is potential for product and 
service innovation to play a role in driving engagement in a competitive market.  
 
The initiative most likely to capture customers’ attention is for companies to offer price-
related loyalty discounts, linked to either number of services provided or usage based. 
Ideas around simplifying billing solutions could also maximise engagement and are 
linked to the multi-utility market model.   
 
Customers are interested in understanding more about suppliers than just price. They 
expect customer service to improve as a result of competition and will look for 
information on comparative customer satisfaction and service standards when making 
their choice.  
 
The switching mechanism itself must be designed to be as simple and straightforward 
as possible for customers. They expect a guarantee along the lines of the banking 
switching guarantee and for the suppliers to take the administrative burden of 
switching.  
 
Ofwat’s role as a regulator is still very much required in a competitive market. Customers 
are looking for protections on pricing, maintaining quality and service standards, 
protection for disadvantaged customers, and service standards for marketing to protect 
them from aggressive selling.  
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Good evening. My name is … and I work for an independent market research company called Accent. 
We are conducting research on behalf of OFWAT, who are the Water Regulator responsible for ensuring 
that water companies act appropriately.  During the discussion we will be looking at your experiences of 
switching different service providers and then thinking about how this might work in the water market. 
The whole project is in the early phases and so we will be exploring things at quite a high level tonight. 
Thank you very much for agreeing to help us with this research and for being here this evening. 
 
The research is being conducted in accordance with the Code of Conduct of the Market Research 
Society (MRS) and also with the Data Protection Act, with whom Accent is registered. This means that 
everything you say here this evening is confidential and will not be attributed to you personally. 
 
The mirror behind me is a one-way mirror and you will be observed by representatives of OFWAT and 
other interested parties throughout this discussion. Please don’t let that stop you expressing your views 
frankly. The discussion is also being video and tape-recorded. This is standard market research 
procedure and is to ensure accuracy – so I do not have to try to remember what you have said – and for 
analysis purposes only. The recordings will not be passed to any third party not associated with the 
research project, and in our reporting of the findings from this research everything that you say will be 
confidential and will be reported in grouped format only. 
 
The discussion will last around 2 hours. Can I stress that we are looking for your views. There are no 
right or wrong answers. I hope you will all contribute to the discussion. 
 

Paired introductions 10 mins (10) 

 Name 

 Working 

 Family status 

 Dinner party guest 
 

Switching Behaviour 30 mins (40) 

 
We are keen to understand a bit about your current switching behaviour and what motivates you or 
stops you from switching some of your household service providers like your gas, electric, broadband, 
etc.  Please refer to Part One of your pre-tasks here and we can find out about each of your switching 
history  

 
Use showcard A showing different markets e.g. Gas, Electricity, Broadband, Telecoms, Banking 

 For each market explore 
o Who has switched in this market 

 Switched suppliers or just switched tariff but same supplier 
o Why did you do this 
o What were the benefits 
o What did you think were the drawbacks of switching  
o Who hasn’t switched in this market 
o Why not 
o Let’s imagine that you could no longer switch in this market – how would you feel then 

2975 
 OFWAT Household Market Review  

Deliberative Group Topic Guide 
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o Repeat for other markets and build up a picture of general benefits/disbenefits of switching 
 

o Is it different for different markets 
 What markets are you more likely to switch in – why 
 For example, are you more likely to switch in gas/electricity than telecoms 
 What is it about that market that makes you switch 
 Why 

 
o Explore role of price vs. other factors 

 What role did price pay in your decision to switch 
 How much do you need to save before its worth switching – rough % off the bill 
 Is it about saving money or about getting the best price 
 Choice – it is enough just to know that you can switch 
 What is the role of ‘good service’ in your decision to switch service provider  
 What about Amazon, John Lewis what do they do that make you want to choose 

them as your service provider 
 

Water Market Baseline Views 10 mins (50) 

 
Now thinking about the water market and your current water company 

 
o Who is your current water company 

 What are your thoughts about your current water company 
 +/- 

 
o What do you currently pay for your water 

 How do you pay – D/D, cash, cheque 
 How do you view VFM 
 Good/bad 
 Why 
 Can you currently choose your water company 

 
o Are there any additional services that you would want your water company to provide 

 Spontaneous then probe 

 Help with leaks 

 Pipe insurance 

 Recycling 

 Water filtration 
 

Water Market – Initial Views on Switching 30 mins (80) 

 
We’d like to think back to switching service providers, specifically now thinking about switching water 
suppliers.  Please refer to Part Two of your pre-tasks 

 
Showcard B 

 How do you feel about the current water market set-up i.e. that you currently can’t switch your 
company  

o Good thing or bad thing 
o Fair or not 
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o How much does this matter to you 
Introduce Showcard C for more information on the current market structure 
 
Showcard D 

 What do you think about switching your water company  
o Why would this be good for you 
o Why would this be bad for you 

 In theory, what would make you want to switch your water company 
o Too expensive, complaints, bad customer experience, service failures 

 How likely do you think you would be to switch your water 

 What sort of score did you put down on your pre-task (section 3)and why 
 

 What are the advantages/disadvantages of a competitive water market where you could switch you 
water company  

o Spontaneous  
Showcard E and F 

o Response to prompted options e.g. what sort of improved service levels  
 

 

Possible Market Structures 30 mins (110) 

 
We have some materials to share with you that look at different competitive markets and we are keen 
to see what you think of the different ideas.  Please remember there are no right or wrong answers and 
we are really looking here to see what you think would be the advantages and disadvantages to this 
kind of market set-up for the water companies 

 
Use showcards G, H, I,  J (Do not rotate but build understanding) 
 
For each market structure explore 

 Initial response 

 What do you understand by this idea 

 Is this similar to any other market where you choose service providers  

 What would be the benefits of this option (Use showcard E after spontaneous response) 

 What would be the drawbacks of this market model (Use showcard F after spontaneous response) 

 Thinking about switching in this kind of market, what would you expect the switching process to be 
like 
 
Specific probes on each model 

 Model 1 
o How do you feel that only some customers can choose and switch 
o People who are on a social tariff (which is designed to help people who have difficulty paying 

their bill) may not be able to choose or switch as not all companies would offer a social 
tariff? 

o What impact would this have on you  

 Model 2 
o Less protection in place, how feel about this 
o Examples – currently people have a chance to try a meter for a year and then switch back 

but this may not be the case in a new market 
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o Everyone can switch if they want to – what think of this 
o What would you expect if you stayed with your current water supplier e.g. no change, same 

terms 
o In the current non-competitive market, there are protections in place and people cannot be 

disconnected – in this example, this may not be the case 
 Response 

 

 Model 3 
o How do you feel about other utility companies billing you for everything 
o What do you think of bundling utility bills together 
o Why is this good/bad 
o Prompt: There are some situations in the energy market where if you have a dual fuel deal 

and are dissatisfied with one aspect (gas) and you either can’t separate out to switch or if 
you do switch you lose the dual fuel deal 

o What do you think of this disadvantage of a ‘bundled market’ 
o In the current non-competitive market, there are protections in place and people cannot be 

disconnected – in this example, this may not be the case 
 Response 

 

 Model 4 
o Explore new ‘upstream’ services idea 
o How interested are you in new services 
o What impact would this have on your choice 

 
Overall 

 Thinking of the different ideas above, what do you think has the biggest advantages and which has 
the biggest disadvantages for customers? 

 Which would encourage you to participate  

 How do you feel about competition in the water market 
o Is it worthwhile 
o OR stick to current regional monopoly model (show initial showcards) 

 What sort of price saving would you switch for 

 Savings might be £1-£5 a year depending on your bill size 
o Thoughts on this – does it change your views in any way? 
o What would be necessary to generate interest 
o Non price related aspects 

 

Communication of an Open Market 10 mins (120) 

 
Finally thinking about how you would find out about competition in the water market  

 

 How would you want to find out about this 

 How should the water companies talk about this 

 How should they communicate with you 

 What sort of communication would make you want to get involved in the market 

 What sort of messages 
 
 
Check backroom for additional questions 



 

 

 
 

Pretask 
 
 

 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
  



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
  



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
  



 

 

 
 
 

Stimulus Pack 
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SYSTEM INFORMATION: 
Interviewer number 
Interviewer name 
Date: 
Time interview started: 

 
 
STUDY MODE 

1. ONLINE VERSION 
2. TELEPHONE VERSION 

10.1 Introduction  

 
Telephone only: Good morning/afternoon/evening. My name is … and I am calling from Accent. We 
are conducting a survey on behalf of Ofwat, the water regulator, who want to know the views of 
people like you about the water industry. The results of the survey will be used by Ofwat to advise 
the government about possible changes in the water industry. Would you be able to help us by 
answering some questions? Thank you.  
 
Online only: This survey is being conducted by Accent on behalf of Ofwat, the water regulator. The 
survey is about what you think about utilities now and in the future and will be used by Ofwat to 
advise the government about possible changes in the water industry. Thank you for helping us with 
this important research.  
 

SCREENER: About you 
 

Online: We need to speak to a range of different people in our survey. Please answer the following 
questions about you. TEL: Please answer the following questions about yourself and household.  
This is so we have a range of different people’s views and feedback. You don’t have to answer 
anything you don’t want to. 
 

Q1. Do you or any members of your close family work in any of the following professions? TEL: 
READ OUT 
SINGLE CODE 

1 Marketing THANK AND CLOSE 
2 Advertising 
3 Market Research 
4 Journalism 
5 Public relations 
6 Water industry 
7 Rail industry  
8 Banking   
9 None of the above  

  
 

Q2. Are you responsible for paying your household’s utility bills, such as gas, electricity and 
water bills? 
SINGLE CODE 

1 Yes, solely responsible  
2 Yes, jointly responsible  

2975 
Ofwat: Residential competition in 

water services 
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3 No Thank and close 
 

Q3. What is your postcode?  
 
Enter here  
 
DP: Lookup to find WASC area i.e. MAIN SEWERAGE COMPANY: DO NOT SHOW 
 

1 Anglian Water CHECK QUOTA 
2 Northumbrian Water CHECK QUOTA 
3 Severn Trent Water CHECK QUOTA 
4 South West Water CHECK QUOTA 
5 Southern Water CHECK QUOTA 
6 Thames Water CHECK QUOTA 
7 United Utilities CHECK QUOTA 
8 Wessex Water CHECK QUOTA 
9 Yorkshire Water CHECK QUOTA 
10 Welsh Water THANK AND CLOSE 
11 Other THANK AND CLOSE 

 
 

 

Q4. ONLINE: Are you … ? TEL: GENDER, DO NOT ASK, CODE BELOW 
 
SINGLE CODE 
 

1 Male Check quota 
2 Female Check quota 
3 Prefer not to say  

 
 

Q5. ONLINE How old are you? TEL: Which of these age bands do you fall into? READ OUT 
 
SINGLE CODE 
 

1 Age 16 to 24 16-34 Check quota 
 2 Age 25 to 34 

3 Age 35 to 49 35-49 Check quota 
4 Age 50 to 64 50-64 Check quota 
5 Age 65 to 74 65+ Check quota 

 6 Age 75 and over 
7 Prefer not to say  

 

Q6. How would you describe the occupation of the chief income earner in your household? 
This could be you – the chief income earner is the person who has the highest earnings in 
the household.  
 
SINGLE CODE 

1 Senior managerial or professional  A  
2 Intermediate managerial, administrative or professional  B  
3 Supervisor; clerical; junior managerial, administrative or 

professional  
C1  

4 Manual worker (with industry qualifications)  C2  
5 Manual worker (with no qualifications)  D  
6 Unemployed  E UNEMPLOYED 
7 Retired  ASK Q7  
8 Student  C1  
9 Prefer not to say    
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Q7. Does the chief income earner have a state pension, a private pension or both? 
 
SINGLE CODE 

1 State only E STATE PENSION ONLY 
2 Private only Ask Q8  
3 Both Ask Q8  

 
 

Q8. How would you describe the chief income earner’s occupation type before retirement? 
 
SINGLE CODE 

1 Senior managerial or professional  A 
2 Intermediate managerial, administrative or professional  B 
3 Supervisor; clerical; junior managerial, administrative or 

professional  
C1 

4 Manual worker (with industry qualifications)  C2 
5 Manual worker (with no qualifications)  D 
6 None of these   E 
9 Prefer not to say   

 
 

Q9. DP: DUMMY QUESTION, DO NOT SHOW – summarise SEG, CHECK QUOTA 
 

Q6=1 OR (Q6=7 AND Q8=1) A AB 
Q6=2 OR (Q6=7 AND Q8=2) B 
Q6=3 OR 8 OR (Q6=7 AND Q8=3) C1 C1C2 
Q6=4 OR (Q6=7 AND Q8=4) C2 
Q6=5 OR (Q6=7 AND Q8=5) D DE 
Q6=6 OR Q7=1 OR (Q6=7 AND Q8=6) E 

 
 
 
ONLINE: CHECK QUOTAS REGION, GENDER, AGE, SEG: SKIP TO Q16 IF IN QUOTA, OTHERS THANK AND CLOSE 
 

Q10. TEL ONLY: Do you or other members of your household receive any benefits or tax credits? 
 

1 Yes ON BENEFITS 
2  No  
3 Prefer not to say  

 

Q11. TEL ONLY: What is your total annual household income? READ OUT 
SINGLE CODE 

1 Up to £5000 LOW INCOME 
2 £5, 001 - £10,000 
3 £10,001-£15,000 
4 £15,001-£20,000  
5 £20,001-£30,000  
6 £30,001-£40,000  
7 £40,001-£50,000  
8 £50,001-£60,000  
9 £60,001-£70,000  
10 £70,001-£80,000  
11 More than £80,000  
12 Prefer not to say  
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Q12. TEL ONLY: Do you or anyone in your household have a long-term illness, health problem or 
disability which limits your daily activities or the work you can do? 
MULTI ALLOWED FOR 1 and 2 

1 Yes, myself  DISABILITY 
2 Yes, someone in my household  
3 No  
4 Prefer not to say  

 
 

Q13. TEL ONLY: Do you or anyone in your household suffer from any long-term illness or 
condition that significantly affects your water requirements?  For instance, needing to use 
extra water for bathing, laundry or anything that impacts on your water usage?  

 
SINGLE CODE 
 

1 Yes  HIGH WATER NEED 
2 No   
3 Don’t know   
4 Prefer not to say  

 

Q14. TEL ONLY: Are you on WaterSure or another special tariff from your water company that 
helps towards the cost of your water bill?  
 
SINGLE CODE 

1 Yes WATERSURE 
2 No  
3 Don’t know  
4 Prefer not to say  

 

Q15. TEL ONLY: These days, with the current state of the economy, a lot of people are struggling 
to pay their household bills. Which of the following best describes how affordable you find 
your water and sewerage bill and other household bills? Please remember, this research is 
being undertaken for Ofwat, not your water company, and is entirely confidential and that 
it is only by talking to people in debt, or struggling to pay their bills, that they can help 
influence changes. 

 

SINGLE CODE 
 

1 I always pay my water bill, and other household bills, on time   
2 I always pay my water bill on time, but sometimes struggle, or am late, paying other bills STRUGGLING 
3 I sometimes pay my water bill late STRUGGLING 
4 I often find it difficult to pay my water bill on time IN DEBT 
5 I am rarely, or never, able to pay my water bill on time IN DEBT 
6 Prefer not to answer  

 

TELEPHONE QUOTA MANAGEMENT:  
 

OVER 75 Q5=6 CHECK QUOTA 
UNEMPLOYED HH Q6=6  

PROCEED TO MAIN SURVEY 
Q16 
 

STATE PENSION ONLY Q7=1 
BENEFITS Q10=1 
LOW INCOME Q11=1,2,3 
DISABILITY Q12=1,2 
HIGH WATER NEED Q13=1 
WATER SURE TARIFF Q14=1 
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STRUGGLING/DEBT Q15=2,3,4,5 
NOT VULNERABLE ALL OTHERS 

 
 
 

PART 2: You and your utility suppliers 
 

I would now like you to think about your gas and electricity suppliers. 
 

Q16. Thinking over the last 5 years, how many times have you switched gas or electricity 
supplier? 
SINGLE CODE 

1 None – I have not switched supplier ASK Q17 
2 Once GO TO Q18 
3 2 or 3 times GO TO Q18 
4 4 or more times GO TO Q18 
5 I don’t know  CLOSE 
6 Prefer not to answer CLOSE 

 
 

Q17. And in the last 5 years, have you ever considered switching gas or electricity supplier, and 
then decided not to change? TEL: PROBE 
 
SINGLE CODE 

1 No, I’ve never even considered switching gas or electricity supplier GO TO Q19 
2 Yes, I’ve thought about it, but never done anything about it GO TO Q19 
3 Yes, I’ve compared prices or obtained quotes and then decided to stay with my supplier  

 
 

 

Q18. ASK IF Q16=2,3,4 OR (Q16=1 AND Q17=3) Last time you switched or considered switching, 
what was the main reason you started looking into it? TEL: DO NOT READ 
SINGLE CODE 

1 I review prices regularly to be sure I get the best deal  
2 I got a particularly large bill  
3 I received a call from an energy company or saw an advert offering a good deal  
4 I wanted a particular service or product, such as Hive, or green energy  
5 My supplier company let me down or provided poor service  
6 It was the end of the contract period   
7 Another reason (write in)  

 
 
 
 

Q19. ASK IF Q16=1 What is the main reason you have not changed supplier? TEL: DO NOT READ 
SINGLE CODE 

1 My current supplier gives me good service  LOYAL 
2 I get a good deal or a dual fuel package LOYAL 
3 I’m nervous about switching or prefer to stay with who I know LOYAL 
4 I don’t think the benefits are worth the trouble DISENGAGED 
5 It’s just too much hassle and takes too much time DISENGAGED 
6 I can’t access the best deals because I don’t use the internet EXCLUDED 
7 I am on a prepayment meter or in debt EXCLUDED 
8 I’ve compared prices and my supplier is the most competitive LOYAL 
9 Other (write in)  
10 Don’t know  
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PART 3: Your water supplier 

 
Thank you for answering those questions. We’d now like you to think about your water company.  

Q20. Who is your water company? This company might also bill you for sewerage services. 

 Water and sewerage companies  
1 Anglian Water  
2 Northumbrian Water  
3 Severn Trent Water  
4 South West Water  
5 Southern Water  
6 Thames Water  
7 United Utilities  
8 Wessex Water  
9 Yorkshire Water  
 Water only companies  
10 Affinity Water   
11 Sembcorp Bournemouth Water  
12 Bristol Water  
13 Cambridge Water  
14 Cholderton Water  
15 Essex & Suffolk Water  
16 Dee Valley Water  
17 Hartlepool Water  
18 Portsmouth Water  
19 South East Water  
20 South Staffordshire Water  
21 Sutton & East Surrey Water  
22 Other (write in)  
23 Don’t know  

 

Q21. And who is your sewerage company? The bill from your water company may say who this 
is.  

 Water and sewerage companies  
1 Anglian Water  
2 Northumbrian Water  
3 Severn Trent Water  
4 South West Water  
5 Southern Water  
6 Thames Water  
7 United Utilities  
8 Wessex Water  
9 Yorkshire Water  
22 Other (write in)  
23 Don’t know  
24 I have a septic tank or other private facilities  

 
 

Q22. HIDDEN QUESTION: SUPPLIERS – FILL FROM ABOVE 
 

1 ONE COMPANY Q21=24 OR Q20=Q21 SKIP TO Q24 
2 TWO COMPANIES Q20 ≠ Q21 EXCEPT 

Q21=24 
ASK Q23 
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Q23. Do you receive one bill for both water and sewerage, or two separate bills from the two 
companies? 
 
SINGLE CODE 

1 One bill   
2 Two separate bills  
3 Don’t know   
4 Prefer not to say  

 
 

Q24. Do you have a water meter? 
SINGLE CODE 

1 Yes   
2 No   
3 Don’t know   
4 Prefer not to say  

 
 

Q25. Approximately how much do you pay for water and sewerage in total per year? If you don’t 
know exactly, please make your best guess.  
 
WRITE IN BOX  

£  .00 

 DP LIMIT TO NUMERICAL ANSWERS <1000 NO DECIMALS 
 
OR Don’t know TICK BOX 
 

 
 

Q26. How do you pay your water and sewerage bill(s)?  
 
SINGLE CODE 

 WATER 
[show 
label only 
if Q23=2] 

SEWERAGE 
[show only 
if Q23=2] 

Cash/cheque/debit or credit card, e.g. by post, online or by phone 1 1 
Monthly Direct debit 2 2 
Quarterly direct debit 3 3 
Prepayment meter 4 4 
Other  5 5 
Don’t know 6 6 

 
 

Q27. In the past year, have you contacted your water company [IF Q22=2 or sewerage company] 
for any reason? 
 
SINGLE CODE 
 

 WATER 
Company 
[show label 
ONLY IF 
Q22=2] 

SEWERAGE 
Company 
[show only IF 
Q22=2] 

 

Yes 1 1 ASK Q28 
No 2 2 SKIP TO Q30 
Don’t know 3 3 SKIP TO Q30 
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Prefer not to say 4 4 SKIP TO Q30 
 

Q28. How did you contact them? 
MULTI 

 WATER 
Company 
[show label 
ONLY IF 
Q22=2] 

SEWERAGE Company [show 
only IF Q22=2] 

Phone 1 1 
Email 2 2 
Through their website 3 3 
Letter 4 4 
Other method (write in) 5 5 
Don’t know 6 6 

 
 

Q29. What did you contact them about? 
MULTI 

 WATER 
Company 
[show label 
ONLY IF 
Q22=2] 

SEWERAGE Company [show only 
IF Q22=2] 

To pay a bill 1 1 
To enquire about a bill 2 2 
To make a complaint 3 3 
To report a leak 4  
To enquire about water restrictions/hosepipe ban 5  
To report a flood 6 6 
Water quality issue 7  
Water interruption/no supply problem 8  
Water pressure problem 9  
To give a meter reading  10 10 
Moving house 11 11 
Ask for/enquire about getting a water meter 12 12 
Sewerage problem 13 13 
Another reason (write in) 14 14 
Don’t know 15 15 

 

Q30. How satisfied are you overall with your water company [IF Q22=2 and your sewerage 
company]? DP DO NOT SHOW CODES (APPLIES THROUGHOUT) TEL: Are you … READ OUT 
SINGLE CODE 

 WATER Company 
[show label ONLY IF 
Q22=2] 

SEWERAGE Company [show 
only IF Q22=2] 

Very satisfied 5 5 
Quite satisfied 4 4 
Neither 3 3 
Quite dissatisfied 2 2 
Very dissatisfied 1 1 
Don’t know 9 9 

 

Q31. How would you rate your water company for… TEL: READ OUT? TEL: Is it … READ OUT 
 

 Very 
good 

Good Neither Poor Very 
poor 

Don’t 
know 

Quality of service 5 4 3 2 1 9 
Value for money 5 4 3 2 1 9 
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IF Q22=1 SKIP TO Q33 
 

Q32. [IF Q22=2] And how would you rate your sewerage company for… TEL: READ OUT? TEL: Is it 
… READ OUT 
 

 Very 
good 

Good Neither Poor Very 
poor 

Don’t 
know 

Quality of service 5 4 3 2 1 9 
Value for money 5 4 3 2 1 9 

 
 

PART 4: Water in the future  
 

 

Q33. At the moment you cannot change your water supplier like you can your electricity and gas 
suppliers. The government is considering changing this in the future to bring choice for 
customers into the residential water market.  If this happened, you would still get the same 
water through the same pipes. The same company would still be responsible for providing 
and transporting the water to your home, and removing sewage and waste water and 
treating it. But like in gas and electricity, a different company might send you the bills, read 
the meters and answer enquiries and complaints.  

What do you think of this idea?  (DP: SHOW ON SAME SCREEN AS TEXT ABOVE) TEL: Is it a … READ 
OUT 

SINGLE CODE 
5 Very good idea 
4 Moderately good idea 
3 Neutral 
2 Moderately bad idea 
1 Very bad idea 
9 Don’t know 

 
 

Q34. Why do you say that?  

OPEN 

Q35. Here are some things that people have said about the idea of choice in the residential 
water market. ONLINE: For each one do you agree or disagree? TEL: For each one, do you 
strongly agree, agree, neither agree or disagree, disagree or strongly disagree? TEL: READ 
OUT 

GRID 
ROTATE 

I think prices will go down if there is choice in the water market 
Customer service will improve if there is choice in the water market 
As a matter of principle there should be a choice of water supplier for households 
Choice in the water market would encourage companies to offer new products and services 
Change to the way the water market works would be disruptive and cause problems 
I prefer to stay with the water company I know  
Finding out about different water suppliers will be difficult and time-consuming 
It’s important to me that there is a choice of water supplier 
I don’t think changing water supplier would be worth the time and effort 
It would be more difficult to know who to contact in an emergency or if there is a problem 
It’s just another thing to have to make a decision about 
Essential services like water should not be open to competition 
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5 Strongly agree 
4 Agree 
3 Neither 
2 Disagree 
1 Strongly disagree 
9 Don’t know 

 

Q36. If you had a choice of water supplier how interested would you be in switching? TEL: READ 
OUT 

SINGLE CODE 
5 Very interested 
4 Quite interested 
3 Neither 
2 Not very interested 
1 Not at all interested 
9 Don’t know 

 

Q37. There are different ways that choice in the residential water market could work. How 
strongly would you support each of the following options?  TEL: Would you strongly 
support, support somewhat, neither support or oppose, oppose somewhat or strongly 
oppose? READ OUT  

GRID 
ROTATE 
 

Customers would have to have a meter if they wanted to switch 
Water services would be offered from a range of water companies only 
Water services would be offered from a range of water companies and other utility suppliers for example British 
Gas and nPower 
All customers could choose to change their water supplier if they wish 
Customers could choose a new supplier as long as they were not in debt 
Customers would have to pay by direct debit if they wanted to switch 
Your current water supplier might change without your making an active choice to switch 

 
SC 

5 Strongly support  
4 Support somewhat 
3 Neither support or oppose 
2 Oppose somewhat 
1 Strongly oppose 
9 Don’t know 

 

Q38. How appealing are the following potential benefits of choice in the residential water 
market? TEL: Are they very appealing, quite appealing, neither, not very appealing, or not 
at all appealing? READ OUT 

GRID 
ROTATE 
 

Lower prices 
Receiving one bill for both your water and sewerage services 
Receiving one bill for water, sewerage and energy services 
Water companies offering new services, such as leak monitoring and water efficiency services 
Improved customer service from water providers 
More active promotion of metering  
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Incentives to switch such as vouchers 
Loyalty schemes or point collection schemes 
I could have the same company supplying water and energy services 

 
SC 

5 Very appealing 
4 Quite appealing 
3 Neither 
2 Not very appealing 
1 Not at all appealing 
9 Don’t know 

 

Q39. DP: IF Q25=Don’t know DO NOT SHOW FIRST SENTENCE, GO TO “IF…” You told us before that you 
paid around [SHOW ANSWER FROM Q25] a year for water and sewerage.  

If you were able to choose your water company, what percentage saving on your bill would 
make it worthwhile for you to switch? 

WRITE IN BOX  
 % 

 DP LIMIT TO NUMERICAL ANSWERS <100 or DON’T KNOW (TICK BOX)  
 

Q40. How likely would you be to switch to a water company if it were to provide additional 
services such as leak monitoring and water efficiency services but there was no price 
difference? TEL: READ OUT 

SC 
5 Very likely 
4 Quite likely 
3 Neither 
2 Not very likely 
1 Not at all likely 
9 Don’t know 

 
 

PART 5: More about you 
 

Thank you for your help so far. There are a few more questions about you and your 
household. These questions help us understand what matters to different kinds of people. 
All your answers are confidential.  

 

Q41. What is your marital status? 
 

1 Single or in a relationship but not living with partner 
2 Married or in a longterm relationship and living with partner 
3 Divorced/separated /widowed 

 

Q42. How many adults live in this household, including yourself? 
 
DP Add box, restrict to numeric answers whole digits <10 

 

Q43. And how many children live in this household, in each of these age groups? 
 

0-5 restrict to numeric answers <10 
6-11 restrict to numeric answers <10 
12-17 restrict to numeric answers <10 
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Q44. Do you own your home or do you rent? 
SINGLE CODE 

1 Own, with or without a mortgage  
2 Rent from a private landlord or agency  
3 Rent from a housing association or council run accommodation  
4 Other (specify)  
9 Don’t know  

 
 

Q45. Which of these best describes you? 
 
SINGLE CODE 

1 Employed full time - working 30 hours per week or more  
2 Employed part time - working between 8 and 29 hours per week  
3 Self-employed  
4 Full time student  
5 Not working but seeking work or temporarily unemployed or sick  
6 Not working and not seeking work  
7 Retired   
8 House person, housewife, househusband, full-time carer etc.  
9 Other (please specify)  

 
 

Q46. ONLINE ONLY Do you/your partner or other members of your household receive any 
benefits or tax credits? 
 

1 Yes ON BENEFITS 
2  No  
3 Prefer not to say  

 
 

Q47. ONLINE ONLY What is your total annual household income? 
SINGLE CODE 

1 Up to £5000 LOW INCOME 
2 £5, 001 - £10,000 
3 £10,001-£15,000 
4 £15,001-£20,000  
5 £20,001-£30,000  
6 £30,001-£40,000  
7 £40,001-£50,000  
8 £50,001-£60,000  
9 £60,001-£70,000  
10 £70,001-£80,000  
11 More than £80,000  
12 Prefer not to say  

 
 

Q48. ONLINE ONLY Do you or anyone in your household have a long-term illness, health 
problem or disability which limits your daily activities or the work you can do? 
MULTI ALLOWED FOR 1 and 2 

1 Yes, myself  DISABILITY 
2 Yes, someone in my household  
3 No  
4 Prefer not to say  



 

Accent 2975que01 QUANT Q MAINSTAGE FINALAG 6.04.16 Page 13 of 15 

 

Q49. ONLINE ONLY Do you or anyone in your household suffer from any long-term illness or 
condition that significantly affects your water requirements?  For instance, needing to use 
extra water for bathing, laundry or anything that impacts on your water usage?  

 
SINGLE CODE 
 

1 Yes  HIGH WATER NEED 
2 No   
3 Don’t know   
4 Prefer not to say  

 

Q50. ONLINE ONLY Are you on WaterSure or another special tariff from your water company 
that helps towards the cost of your water bill?  
 
SINGLE CODE 

1 Yes WATERSURE 
2 No  
3 Don’t know  
4 Prefer not to say  

 
 

Q51. ONLINE ONLY These days, with the current state of the economy, a lot of people are 
struggling to pay their household bills. Which of the following best describes how 
affordable you find your water and sewerage bill and other household bills? Please 
remember, this research is being undertaken for Ofwat, not your water company, and is 
entirely confidential and that it is only by talking to people in debt, or struggling to pay 
their bills, that they can help influence changes. 

 
SINGLE CODE 

 

1 I always pay my water bill, and other household bills, on time   
2 I always pay my water bill on time, but sometimes struggle, or am late, paying other bills STRUGGLING 
3 I sometimes pay my water bill late STRUGGLING 
4 I often find it difficult to pay my water bill on time IN DEBT 
5 I am rarely, or never, able to pay my water bill on time IN DEBT 
6 Prefer not to answer  

 
 

Q52. TEL ONLY Which of these best describes you? READ OUT 
 
SINGLE CODE  

1 I have never used the internet SKIP TO Q55 DIGITAL EXCLUDED 
2 I have used the internet but do not have regular access to it  DIGITAL EXCLUDED 
3 I have regular access to the internet    
9 Prefer not to answer   

 

Q53. TEL ONLY Which of these best describes you? READ OUT 
 
SINGLE CODE 

1 I feel very confident about using the internet  
2 I feel quite confident about using the internet  
3 I don’t feel very confident about using the internet  
9 Prefer not to answer  
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Q54. Which of these items do you own? TEL: READ OUT 
MULTI 
 

1. Smartphone 
2. Tablet 
3. Laptop/desktop computer 
4. Smart/internet TV 
5. None of the above 

 

Q55. Which of these best describes your attitude to new technology for your home? TEL: READ 
OUT 
 
SINGLE CODE 

1. I love new technologies for my home and am among the first to experiment with and use them 
2. I like new technologies for my home and use them before most people I know  
3. I usually use new technologies for my home when most people I know do  
4. I am usually one of the last people to use new technologies for my home  
5. I am sceptical of new technologies for my home and only use them when I have no alternative  

 
 

Q56. Have you installed any of the following in your home? TEL: READ OUT 
MULTI 
1 Smart thermostat e.g. Hive, Nest, Tado, Evohome 
2 Energy monitor or power monitor e.g. Owl, Eco eye 
3 Home control or automation system / kit such as Panasonic Smart Home, Samsung Smart Things, Control4 

which may for example control heat, play music, arm security system, close doors, and control sockets  
4 Water leak monitors or alarms 
5 None of the above 

 

Q57. STANDARD RECONTACT QUESTION  
 
Thanks for your help. 
 
This research was conducted under the terms of the MRS code of conduct and is completely 
confidential. 
 
DP: The next questions are dummy summary questions for the online analysis tool. DO NOT SHOW. 
Please calculate as shown.  
 

Q58. BENEFITS: Q10+ Q46 
 

Q59. INCOME: Q11+Q47 
 

Q60. DISABILITY: Q12+Q48 
 

Q61. HIGH WATER NEED: Q13+Q49 
 

Q62. WATER SURE: Q14+Q50 
 

Q63. DEBT: Q15+ Q51 
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Good evening. My name is … and I work for an independent market research company called Accent. We are 
conducting research on behalf of OFWAT, who are the Water Regulator responsible for ensuring that water 
companies act appropriately.  As you will know from the pre-tasks, we will be using the discussion to get 
your views on a competitive water market and how this could work for you.  We have already spoken to 
some water customers across the country and we are here tonight to get your views too. Thank you very 
much for agreeing to help us with this research and for being here this evening. 
 

The research is being conducted in accordance with the Code of Conduct of the Market Research Society 
(MRS) and also with the Data Protection Act, with whom Accent is registered. This means that everything you 
say here this evening is confidential and will not be attributed to you personally. 
 

The mirror behind me is a one-way mirror and you will be observed by representatives of OFWAT and other 
interested parties throughout this discussion. Please don’t let that stop you expressing your views frankly. 
The discussion is also being video and tape-recorded. This is standard market research procedure and is to 
ensure accuracy – so I do not have to try to remember what you have said – and for analysis purposes only. 
The recordings will not be passed to any third party not associated with the research project, and in our 
reporting of the findings from this research everything that you say will be confidential and will be reported 
in grouped format only. 
 
The discussion will last for 90 minutes. Can I stress that we are looking for your views. There are no right or wrong 
answers. I hope you will all contribute to the discussion. 
 

Paired introductions 10 mins (10) 

 

 Name 

 Working 

 Family status 

 Best ever service provider 
 

Competition in the Water Market – Initial response 10 mins (20) 

 
As you would have gathered from the pre-task, we are really keen to hear your views on the idea of competition in the 
water market and why it would be good or not good for you  

 
Use Showcard A and B  

 Review Showcard A1 and A2 and B1 and B2 

 Explore response 
o Use Pre-task B 
o What do you think about switching your water /wastewater service provider 
o Why would this be good for you 
o Why would this be bad for you 

 

Potential Market Set-Up and Protection 30 mins (50) 

 
We want to show you an outline of how the market could work if it becomes competitive.  There are different ways of 
doing this and research so far suggests that customers are keen for the market to be fair, simple, that customers can 
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make direct choices rather than a bidding process like the rail market and that all water customers should be able to 
choose to switch even if they are not on a meter, for example 

 
Use Showcard C  

 Initial response 
o What do you understand by this idea 
o Is this similar to any other market where you choose service providers  
o What would be the benefits of this kind of option  
o What would be the drawbacks of this market model  
o Thinking about switching in this kind of market, what would you expect the switching process to be like 

 

 Water is an essential service and it’s important that any market set-up ensures that it delivers on price and service 
and protects customers  

 Using Pre-Task 3  
o What did you think of these different factors we provided in the pre-task 

 Use Showcard D which includes pre-task 3 plus some others 
o What do you think of these different principles 
o Which are important or not important to you  
o Explore simplicity e.g. less payment plans and tariffs or would you be looking for different options and 

more choice 
o Does the market we talked about above feel as though it would deliver on these 
o Yes/No 
o Why/Why not 
o What’s missing 

 

Reasons to Switch 10 mins (60) 

 
So now we have looked at the idea of competition and the way the market could be set-up.  What’s your view about 
whether you would want to switch or not 
 

 Interested in switching or not 

 Ask respondents to write on piece of paper individually – yes or no 
 
Previous research suggests that generally people support the idea of competition in the water market  
 

Use Showcard E 

 Where would you be on this chart 

 Interested in switching or not 

 What would be the reasons you would choose to switch 
o Spontaneous response 
Showcard F 
o Relevance of these different factors 
o What are most/least important benefits of switching 
o Push from current e.g. Too expensive, complaints, bad customer experience, service failures 
o Pull from others e.g. Better prices, improved service levels, moving to those who offer water saving 

initiatives. Moving to those who actively promote metering 

 What would be the reason you would choose to stay with your existing water service provider 
o Spontaneous response 
Showcard G 
o Hassle from sales people or advertising, Low cost utility so limited £ savings, Too much hassle, Happy with 

current set-up and incumbent, Need lots of clarification regarding water pipes/billing, Unsure of the 
advantage, Not worth my time, Difficult to switch if you are in debt, Less consumer protection 
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Customer engagement and the journey  25 mins (85) 

 
Explain that we want to understand what might encourage customers to look into the water market – we want to make 
sure that customers could easily access information, easily assess which deal would be best for them and that they 
could then easily switch based on this information.  We have a number of pen portraits of different water customers to 
think about as we look at this - Showcard H 

 
Encouraging customers to get involved  

 What can water companies do to make sure that customers know that they can switch 
o For you 
o Think about John, Ben and Edith 

 What sort of initiatives would encourage/discourage you/John/Ben and Edith to get involved: 
o What about: 

 Installing meters 
 Installing smart meters 
 Annual/quarterly water switching day 

Access to information about switching and tariffs and assessing best deals 

 Where do you want to get information from – think about energy, insurance, telecoms 
o What about John, Ben and Edith 
o Prompt with 

 Third party intermediaries e.g. Edith’s example 
 Price comparison websites 
 Your water companies 
 OFWAT 

o How would you like to do this 
 Online 
 Mobile 
 Talk to someone 
 Show Flipper slide – Showcard I  

Easily switch based on information 

 Once you have all the information, how can it be made easy for you to act on this and switch service providers 
o What about John, Ben and Edith 

 For those customers who may find it difficult to make a choice of retailer (perhaps because it is easiest to switch 
online), who would you trust to help with this e.g. a community based scheme  

 What sort of billing arrangements would make you more likely to get involved e.g. direct debit; online account 
management; single bill for all utilities (multi-utility model); etc. 

 

Final exercise  5 mins (90) 

 
Check back room for any additional questions 

 
Postcard exercise 

 3 key bits of advice to OFWAT 

 What would this market be like to encourage you to switch 

 What sort of communication would make you want to get involved in the market 

 What sort of messages 
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Hello and thank you for agreeing to take part in this online discussion.  
 
Following on from the Focus Group that you participated in, we are continuing the discussion around a competitive 
water market and how this could work for you. I’m Louisa, and I’m going to be leading you through the discussion. 
 
This discussion will span over a week, and each day a question, material or topic will be shared in order to get your 
feedback. Your moderator team (Louisa and Olivier) will be on hand to ask and respond to your questions, and we 
look forward to your answers and comments.    
 
The research is being conducted on behalf of OFWAT, and in accordance with the Code of Conduct of the Market 
Research Society (MRS) and also with the Data Protection Act, with whom Accent is registered. This means that 
everything you say and share here during the discussion is confidential. 
 
 

Day 1 - Understanding a best in class service  

 
Hello everyone,  
 
Today I would like to hear your views about what makes a good or bad customer service experience. What makes 
great service, and what should companies avoid doing? Let’s hear your experiences!  

 

 Can you describe an example of the best ever customer experience you have had, whether that’s from a shop, 
an online retailer, a utility provider or some other situation? Help us understand what it was about that 
experience that made it excellent. 

 How did that experience make you feel?  

 Thinking back to an occasion where you encountered poor service, please describe what happened and what 
made it poor?  

 How did that experience make you feel? 

 Thinking more specifically about the service you receive from your water and sewerage providers, how would 
you characterise the quality of service you receive? How does it compare to other service providers? 

 Imagine you encountered a problem with your water provider, for example an interruption to water supply or 
a problem with sewer flooding. How do you think it should be handled to ensure excellent customer service? 
What elements of customer service would be most important? 
 

Thanks for all your input today! 
 
As you know from the previous focus group that you were part of, we are really keen to hear your views on the idea 
of competition in the water market and why it would be good or not good for you. Tomorrow I will be revealing the 
market model that is most popular for participants and look forward to hearing your views.  
 
 

Day 2 - Shortlist Model Criteria  

 
Hello everyone,  
 
Today I would like to hear your views on the way a competitive market in water could be set up. You’ll remember we 
talked about different models for the market in the initial stage of the research which you were all part of. The most 

2975 
 OFWAT Household Market Review  

2nd Stage Qualboard Topic Guide 



 

 

Accent 2975 TG02 – Qualboard.docxLK27.05.2016 Page 3 of 4 

popular model included the features you can see in this description. Please read the description and then answer 
these questions.  [Showcard C].  
Please remember there are no right or wrong answers and we are really looking here to see what you think would be 
the advantages and disadvantages to this kind of market set-up for the water companies.  
 
Please feel free to discuss among yourselves too!  
 
Ask questions in relation to Showcard C:  
 

 What do you think are the good things about this market model?  

 And what are the negatives of this market model? What are your concerns? 

 What do you think about other utility providers being able to enter the market? What are the benefits of 
this? What concerns do you have about this? 

 How appealing is it for to have one bill for all your utilities? What would be good about that? What would be 
the disadvantages? 

 Who do you think this model is designed to benefit? Do you think anyone would be disadvantaged by this 
model? 

 In what ways would you improve this model? Is there anything missing or anything you would change or 
leave out? 

 
 

Thanks for today. Tomorrow we will be asking you how you find out about different services and the ways in which 
this could be made easier 

 

Day 3 - Encouraging/Facilitating consumer engagement  

 
Hello everyone,  
 
Today I would like us to think about how you gather information about competing retail services, how you evaluate 
them to get the best deal/service, and also how you would like them to communicate to you.  
 

 If you were looking into changing water service provider, describe how you would go about finding out about 
what’s available for you to choose from. What sources would you expect to use, and which would be most 
helpful? 

 What are the advantages and disadvantages of services like uSwitch?  

 What information would you want about what was on offer? What else, apart from price, would you want to 
know? 

 Overall, is it easy or difficult to find out about different service providers in these sort of markets? Think about 
gas, electricity or broadband for example. What are the main problems you face when looking into what’s 
available? How could this be improved? 

 Sometimes you have to provide information to potential providers, like your previous bills, so they can give 
you a quote. Do you have any concerns about this? Why or why not? 

 And once you have the information you need and have made a decision, how could companies providing 
water services make sure they made switching easy? 

 
 

Thanks for all your input today. Tomorrow we will be discussing the extent to which water is an essential service for 
everyone, and in particular how we might protect customers in vulnerable situations.  
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Day 4 – Exploring Water as an essential service/protecting customers in a vulnerable situation   

 
Today we will be looking at water as an essential service and protections that may need to be in place for people in a 
vulnerable situation.  
 
These are the protections that might be put in place. Please read through these protections and then answer these 
questions.  
[Showcard D] 
Please remember there are no right or wrong answers and we are really looking here to see what protections may 
need to be enforced and how you might get to know about it.  

 

 What are your overall thoughts about this list of protections? Does it answer any concerns you might have? 

 Which do you think is most important, and why? 

 If these protections were in place, would you feel more or less positive about the idea of choice in the water 
market? 

 What else you would add to this list? 

 What would you remove or change? 

 How would you like to keep informed about these protections? 
 
And lastly for today, a couple of questions about payment methods. 

 Customers who choose to pay their water bill by direct debit might pay less than those who paid by cheque or 
cash. Does this seem like a fair way of rewarding people who pay more regularly, or would you have any 
concerns about this?  

 Do you think any particular types of people would be unfairly treated if this were allowed? 
 
Tomorrow will be our final discussion, and also an opportunity to round up the thoughts we’ve shared over the last 
week. 

 
 
 

Day 5 – Final thoughts    

 
Today is our final discussion and the conversations we’ve had over the last few days have been extremely valuable. 
Thank you once again for taking part and sharing your opinions with me. Before we close, I wanted to get a good 
sense and summary of everything we’ve covered.  

 

 Overall, thinking about everything we’ve discussed over the last week, how do you feel about choice in the 
water market? How has your view changed over the week and why? 

 Here’s the findings of our survey [Showcard E]. As you can see half of customers say they would be interested 
in switching if they had a choice. Is this what you would have expected? Why or why not? 

 Who do you think will be most interested in switching? Who do you think won’t be interested? 

 You can send a final message to Ofwat. What should they do to encourage you to switch your water services 
provider? 

 
Thank you very much for all your input over the week.    

 
 

 


