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All non-household customers in England and Wales have 
been able to choose their water and wastewater service 
supplier since April 2017, when the water industry was 
fully opened up to competition for businesses  –
previously only large organisations using the highest 
volume of water could choose their supplier.  

Northumbrian Water (NW) and Essex & Suffolk Water 
(ESW) are still responsible for the water supply in the 
North East and in parts of Essex and Suffolk, and the 
wastewater/sewerage service in the North East, while a 
new company, NWG Business, has been set up to provide 
non-household billing and customer services.

The wholesale arm of NW/ESW wish to track non-
household customer satisfaction with the areas for which 
they are responsible now the market has been opened 
up to competition, and to track perceptions of its brand 
values. 

This first wave of the survey will set a benchmark against 
which progress can be tracked in future.

Background and business objectives
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Specific objectives for this research were to investigate: 

• Awareness and understanding among businesses in the 
NW/ESW regions, of the changes that have taken place 
in the market

• Satisfaction with the service provided by their 
wholesaler (regardless of who their retailer is)

• Identification of any aspects of the service felt to need 
improvement

• Where they have contacted NW/ESW as their 
wholesaler since April, what happened and how 
satisfied they were with the service received

• Perceived performance against softer relationship/ 
reputation factors and corporate brand values (trust, 
expertise, ethics etc)

And, any suggestions for ways in which NW/ESW can 
improve, as the wholesaler for non-household customers in 
these regions.

The research objectives
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A total of 502 phone interviews have been carried out, 
spread across the sub-regions as follows:

Given that the wholesale arm of NW/ESW no longer has 
any direct non-household customer relationships, sample 
for the survey was sourced independently.  We used 
Experian’s business database and selected records on the 
basis of having their head office (or only premises, in the 
case of single site enterprises) within the postcode sectors 
served by NW/ESW.

We avoided sole traders and boosted the coverage of larger 
organisations and heavy industrial businesses where water 
usage is likely to be highest and/or integral to business 
operations.

Initially, our target respondent within each organisation was 
the person most responsible for managing the company’s 
dealings with their water company.  This caused some 

issues with organisations renting their property, as these 
would often say the building owner looks after dealing with 
utilities suppliers - given that we were not concerned to 
understand experience of billing and customer service, in 
these cases we would ask for the best person to talk to 
about the quality of the water supply (and sewerage service 
for the North) at these premises.  Respondent job roles are 
detailed on page 14 of this report.

Fieldwork was conducted between 2 - 24 November 2017. 
The mean average interview length was just under 11 
minutes, and the response rate (interviews as a proportion 
of interviews plus refusals) was 40%.

Approach

Location Interviews

North 301

Essex 151

Suffolk 50

TOTAL 502
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• Just under two thirds of customers say they are aware that they can now choose their water and wastewater supplier 
– meaning that over a third have not yet taken this on board.  Even among those aware of the new market 
arrangements, though, understanding of how the wholesale and retail split works is quite low (nearly half of all 
respondents, and a fifth of those aware they can now choose supplier, gave low scores of 0-4 out of 10 on how well 
informed they feel about how the market now works).  This clearly has implications for NW/ESW in terms of 
communicating performance against their wholesale service – many non-household organisations simply don’t ‘get’ 
who is now responsible for what, and concerns over costs, billing and customer service may often still be laid at the 
company’s door rather than that of NWG Business or any other retailer

• Overall satisfaction with NW/ESW as the wholesaler, however, is positive, with 46% giving a 9-10 out of 10 whilst just 
5% give 0-4; the ‘NPS equivalent’ for overall satisfaction (9-10s minus 0-6s) is 28.7

• 2% say their overall satisfaction has increased over the last year, often explaining that this is because a problem or 
issue was handled particularly well.  4% say it has decreased (as many as 10% in Suffolk), with water quality and the 
way repair works have been handled the main areas of concern; others referred here to billing issues, though, with 
some of these mentioning that billing problems have arisen as a consequence of the changeover to the new retailer

• 70% rated water supply reliability as 9-10 out of 10, with very few giving low scores on this point.  Clean and clear 
drinking water and sufficiency of water pressure also scored well, with 59% and 56% respectively giving these a 9 -10 
and just 3% and 2% giving 0-4s – although ESW scored significantly lower than NW on these two measures.  While 54% 
gave a 9-10 for taste and odour, the proportion of low scores of 0-4 was higher on this point, at 7%.  In the North East, 
the effectiveness of the sewerage service was accorded 9-10s by 46%, but 6% gave a 0-4.   As far as seawater and river 
water quality were concerned, quite high proportions (46% and 41% respectively) had no opinion, and many of those 
who did, gave a rating in the middle ground; in Suffolk, though, scores given on river water were significantly lower 
than elsewhere

Headlines (1)
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• A quarter of those in the North East say that the sewerage service needs improving.  A fifth of all respondents want to 
see taste and odour improved (particularly in Suffolk); a fifth would also like to see the quality of seawater and river 
water improved.  Clean and clear drinking water and water pressure sufficiency should be improved according to 16% 
and 13% respectively, but the great majority say that the reliability of the supply is fine as it is, with only 5% saying 
that improvement is necessary here

• Asked to what extent they feel they would know who to contact if they needed to get in touch with someone about 
anything to do with their water service, around a third indicated they would be quite confident about this, but a 
similar proportion clearly would not be.  Given the fairly low level of understanding of the new wholesaler/retailer 
market split discussed above, this is probably not surprising

• 17% of respondents say they have personally contacted NW/ESW as their wholesaler.  This seems high to us (?), which 
makes us wonder if this is further evidence of confusion over which company is responsible for what

• Contact handling scores are reasonable, although between 10% and 20% gave low ratings of 0-4 on each of the 
measures asked about; we just cannot be sure that these are a true reflection of the wholesale contact centre 
performance rather than that of NWG Business.  Asked specifically about any cases where they had contacted their 
wholesaler and been referred to their retailer instead, most of these 18 instances appear to have been handled 
appropriately, in the customer’s eyes

• In terms of NW/ESW softer brand values, non-household customers score the company positively on trust and 
responsible site management, followed by ethical business practices, being organised/efficient, 
engineering/technology expertise and nature conservation.  There is greater scope to improve perceptions of the 
contribution that the company makes to the local economy, future planning, getting things right first time and 
community consideration in how works are carried out

Headlines (2)
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• Asked what one thing they thought their wholesaler could do to improve, 42% had any suggestions to make.  Drinking 
water quality was the top concern, and water pressure and the maintenance of drains/sewers were of relevance to 
some.  While 5% referred to lowering prices, more had comments to make about clarifying how the market now works 
and promoting exactly what it is that the wholesaler is now responsible for

• Throughout the survey, we have looked for evidence of perceptions varying by industry sector and/or company size.  
Interestingly, there are few statistically significant differences here, indicating that experience of water supply and 
wastewater service is fairly consistent across the non-household market.  (Organisations that use water for purposes 
other than just domestic-type uses are more likely than the rest to say their satisfaction with their wholesaler has 
decreased over the last year, but there are no other indicators of sector or size difference)

• Service scores are generally higher in the North East and lower in Suffolk, where there were a number of mentions of 
concerns over water quality

• The main way in which perceptions can be seen to vary significantly across the sample, though, is in relation to 
understanding of the new market set-up - those who say they feel well informed about this typically give NW/ESW 
higher scores on everything.  Is this cause or effect?  Either way, it may be that clear communication of the 
wholesaler’s roles and responsibilities would help focus non-household users’ attention on what the company does 
well, unhampered by any cost, billing and customer service issues they may have.  The company will then need to 
clearly demonstrate its commitment to its core purpose of maintaining and improving the service infrastructure, as 
well as strengthening its reputation as a trusted, ethical and efficient local presence

Headlines (3)
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Employee size

As noted above, the sample was deliberately skewed 
towards larger organisations.  The final employee size 
band profile achieved was as follows:

Size classification

TOTAL NW ESW

Base: answer given (480) (292) (188)

Up to 5 15% 15% 15%

6-10 18% 18% 19%

11-20 18% 18% 19%

21-50 14% 14% 14%

51-100 13% 13% 13%

101-200 8% 9% 7%

201-500 6% 6% 6%

Over 500 8% 8% 7%

Number of sites

Asked how many sites their organisation operates out of, 
respondents answered as shown in the table below.  
Two fifths are multi-site operations.

TOTAL NW ESW

Base: answer given (483) (291) (192)

One 60% 59% 61%

2 – 3 16% 15% 18%

4 – 5 7% 8% 4%

6 – 10 5% 6% 5%

11 – 20 5% 4% 5%

21 – 50 3% 2% 4%

Over 50 5% 5% 3%
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Sector classification

By SIC (2007) division, the sample achieved broke down as follows:

TOTAL NW ESW

Base: all respondents (502) (301) (201)

Agriculture, forestry and fishing 1% 1% 1%

Mining and quarrying 1% - 2%

Manufacturing 17% 17% 15%

Utilities and waste management 1% 1% -

Construction 14% 10% 20%

Wholesale and retail trade 8% 10% 6%

Transportation and storage 7% 5% 9%

Accommodation and food service 8% 10% 4%

Information and communication 2% 1% 3%

Financial and insurance 1% 1% 2%

Real estate 3% 3% 2%

Professional, scientific and technical 9% 10% 6%

Administrative and support services 5% 5% 6%

Education 4% 3% 4%

Human health and social work 11% 12% 9%

Arts, entertainment and recreation 3% 3% 3%

Other service activities 7% 8% 5%
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Respondent job roles split out as follows: In the smaller organisations, we were more likely to be 
talking to the owner or a senior business leader; admin and 
accounts functions were more common in the medium 
sized companies and facilities/maintenance or other 
specific functional managers in the largest ones.

Respondent job role

TOTAL

Base: all respondents (502)

Admin 21%

General Manager 20%

Accounts/Finance 10%

Director/Partner 10%

Owner/Chairman/MD 8%

Facilities/Maintenance 7%

Customer Service 4%

Operations 4%

Engineering/Production 3%

Sales 2%

HR 1%

Environmental 1%

Health & Safety 1%

Purchasing 1%

Others 5%
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Only 23% gave a score of 8-10, which we might take to mean they feel pretty well informed.  Nearly half (48%) gave a low 
score of 0-4, and a quarter gave the lowest possible score of 0.

Even among those who had earlier said that they knew non-household customers can now choose their retailer, a fifth of 
these gave a score of 0-4 here.  Overall, just 20% of all respondents said that they are aware they can choose supplier and
feel well informed about the market now opened up to competition – leaving the great majority knowing little or nothing 
about the new regime.

Understanding was particularly low in Suffolk, where 42% gave a score of 0 on this measure.

Understanding

Respondents were then asked to indicate how well informed they feel about the new way businesses can buy their water 
and wastewater services – using a scale from 10-0 where 10 means very well informed and 0 means not at all:

8%

8%

7%

26%

25%

27%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Total (480)

NW (285)

ESW (195)

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 0

Base: all respondents, where answer given (as shown)

Q2
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Clarifying who the survey is about

We had anticipated that the level of understanding of the 
new market structure might be quite low, so took pains to try 
to focus respondents’ minds on their wholesaler during this 
survey – being the company responsible for supplying their 

water (and wastewater service, in the North East) - as 
opposed to their retailer who provides their billing and 

customer service.

Despite our best efforts, it is clear from some of their 
answers that respondents do not always ‘get it’, and do not 

yet see any clear distinction between wholesaler and retailer.
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Satisfaction and perceptions ratings

All of the satisfaction and perception rating questions in 
this survey have used a 10-0 scale.

For these questions, we have combined ratings in this 
report on the same basis as the NPS scale, showing scores 
of 9-10 as the best, 7-8 as more neutral and 0-6 as low, 
and calculating an overall measure equivalent to the NPS 
by subtracting 0-6s from 9-10s.

We have, though, further divided the 0-6s into 5-6 and 0-
4.  This is because ratings of 5-6 are often not especially 
poor in customers’ minds, when thinking about utilities, 
while 0-4s tend actually to indicate negative views –
evidenced by the fact that respondents scoring 5-6 often 
explain this along the lines of ‘don’t know enough about 
NW/ESW’, ‘haven’t had dealings with them, so wouldn’t 
know if they’re organised and efficient’, ‘they’re okay’, 
‘had no problems’, while those scoring 0-4 are more likely 
to comment on ‘poor water quality’, ‘ineffective sewerage 
service’, ‘slow to respond’, ‘issues not resolved’ etc.
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Overall satisfaction

Respondents were asked for a score from 10-0 to indicate how satisfied they are overall with the service provided by their 
wholesaler:

46%

49%

42%

36%

35%

38%

12%

12%

13%

5%

4%

7%

Total (491)

NW (294)

ESW (197)

9-10 7-8 5-6 0-4

Q3

Base: all respondents, where answer given (as shown)

Scores were largely positive, across the board.

Interestingly, the one significant difference between any sample sub-groups was between those who feel well informed 
about the way the market now works, where the NPS-equivalent overall measure was as high as 55.7 and the rest, at 20.9.

NPS-equivalent 
overall measure 
(9-10 minus 0-6)

33.3

28.7

21.8
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Why satisfaction has decreased (1)

Where satisfaction has decreased, this can because of water quality issues, or the way in which repair works are planned 
and carried out: 

They have ripped the road up and put 
new plastic pipes in and they didn't 

come back on the dates they said and 
they turned the water off [North]

We had one callout where there 
was an issue and it took a long 
time to resolve, I felt the person 

on the phone did not really 
understand my issue [North]

We've had a lot of problems with plumbing 
and I don't think the drains are functioning 
properly. We've had various people out to 

clear the drains - I don't think it's the pub - I 
think it's sewage [North]

There are issues with sewerage works 
outside the premises that have taken 
longer than they should have [North]

We've had a few issues with brown 
water. On more than four occasions we 

have had brown water problems [North]

Q4b

Quality of the water - it's blue [North]

We get very little notice when they are 
turning off the water or flush the system as 

it's detrimental to the business as we use 
water in the cheese making process [North]
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Why satisfaction has decreased (2)

Three of the 5 dissatisfied customers in Suffolk spoke of similar issues: 

Q4b

Because we've had an issue. We've had a leakage. The water meter is read once a year and they spotted it 
as the meter reading was three times as high as usual and they didn't tell us for 7 weeks. Eventually it got 

repaired but it took weeks and we put in for a leakage allowance and they then said it was outside the 
deadline and we had been without a water meter for 5 months. They said it had been repaired and the 

matter closed when it wasn't repaired. We have the new meter now and it's already used 650 cubic metres 
since then, which is more than we use so I'll be phoning them again [Suffolk]

We have had quite a few instances where the 
water supply has stopped coming to the premises 
and when we called about it they said they didn't 

care if we were at a business critical time [Suffolk]

We're a business near an industrial power station and 
when standpipes are used it impacts the quality of the 
drinking water rendering it all milky in colour [Suffolk]
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Why satisfaction has decreased (4)

Further comments about cost and billing were linked to the changeover to NWG Business: 

Because I am not aware of why they have separated 
and it's not very transparent [North]

Q4b

They changed from Northumbrian Water to 
NWG and we had our first bill in March, and 

we've not heard anything since [North]

We were aware of the wholesaler and its split but 
there was a lack of information given to us about 
how and when this was going to happen and it left 

us with a large bill as it hadn't crossed over 
between the  2 companies [North]

Because the cost has increased  because of the 
change of the business in Northumbrian Water 

Group [North]

We've had a lot of issues with billing after 
the change and we only got our first bill 
for the whole year in November [North]
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Key aspects of service - %’s able to judge

Respondents were read a list of key aspects of the service that their wholesaler is responsible for and were asked to rate 
the company on each of these.  While all could comment on a reliable supply of water, and most gave scores on pressure, 
water quality and the sewerage service, significant numbers felt unable to judge on the quality of sea and river water:

100%

99%

98%

96%

95%

59%

54%

1%

2%

4%

5%

41%

46%

Providing a reliable supply of water

Providing sufficient water pressure

Supplying clean and clear drinking water

[NW] Sewerage service deals effectively with sewage &
heavy rainfall

Supplying drinking water that tastes and smells good

The quality of river water

The quality of seawater in bathing areas

Gave a score Could not say

Base: all respondents (502)

Q5
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Key aspects of service

Those able to give a score on each of these service elements rated their wholesaler as follows:

70%

59%

56%

54%

46%

41%

39%

24%

29%

32%

30%

37%

35%

37%

5%

9%

9%

10%

11%

18%

20%

1%

3%

2%

7%

6%

6%

4%

A reliable supply of water (502)

Supplying clean and clear drinking water
(494)

Sufficient water pressure (495)

Supplying drinking water that tastes and
smells good (479)

[NW] Sewerage service deals effectively
with sewage & heavy rainfall (290)

The quality of seawater in bathing areas
(271)

The quality of river water (297)

Score of 9-10  7-8  5-6 Score of 0-4

There were few noticeable differences in the scores given, by company size or sector; and also no significant differences 
between those who only use water for domestic-type reasons and those more reliant on water for business purposes.

However, those most well informed about the recent market changes gave significantly higher ratings on all of these 
factors than the rest.  There were also differences by region, detailed on the next page.

29.3

44.6

47.4

64.3

17.3

37.0

14.5

Q5

NPS-equivalent 
overall measure 
(9-10 minus 0-6)

Base: all respondents, where answer given (as shown)
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What needs improving?

Base: all respondents (as shown)

Q6

25%

21%

20%

20%

16%

13%

5%

25%

18%

20%

22%

15%

12%

6%

24%

20%

17%

17%

14%

2%

[NW] Sewerage service deals effectively
with sewage & heavy rainfall

Supplying drinking water that tastes and
smells good

The quality of seawater in bathing areas

The quality of river water

Supplying clean and clear drinking water

Sufficient water pressure

A reliable supply of water

Total (502)

NW (301)

ESW (201)

For each of these service aspects, respondents were asked whether they feel this needs improving, or it is okay as it is.  
Proportions saying each needs improving were:

(SUFFOLK 36%)

(SUFFOLK 30%)
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Impact of improvement requests on overall satisfaction

Among those respondents who say that none of these service 
areas needs improving, the NPS-equivalent overall satisfaction 

measure is 42.2 – compared to 28.7 across the sample as a 
whole.  The overall satisfaction measure turns negative among 

those wishing to see improvement in water pressure sufficiency 
(-3.3), clean and clear drinking water (-5.1) and taste and odour 

(-5.9).  It reaches its lowest point (-39.1) among those 
respondents who want to see improvement in reliability of 
supply; we can conclude that this is the service aspect with 

greatest impact on overall satisfaction, then.
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Around a third (34%) gave a score of 8-10, indicating they are quite confident they would know who to contact.  A similar 
proportion, 35%, gave a low score of 0-4, though, and over a fifth gave the lowest possible score of 0.

There is some correlation between understanding of the new market structure and feeling they would know who to 
contact about what, but this is not perfect – even 19% of those well informed gave a low score here.

Knowing who to contact for what

Respondents were asked to what extent they feel they would know when they should get in touch with their wholesaler 
and when their retailer, if they needed to contact someone about anything to do with their water service – using the usual 
scale of 10-0 (where 10 means they are sure they would know):

19%

20%

17%

22%

19%

26%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Total (487)

NW (291)

ESW (196)

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 0

Base: all respondents, where answer given (as shown)

Q7
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Impressions of the brand
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Brand values - %’s able to judge

Respondents were read a list of specific brand values elements and asked to rate their wholesaler on each, based on their 
own experience and impressions of the company.  There were significant numbers of respondents who felt unable to 
judge, on several of these:

94%

87%

83%

82%

75%

74%

69%

68%

67%

62%

6%

13%

17%

18%

25%

26%

31%

32%

33%

38%

A company that I trust

Organised and efficient

Considerate of the community, in the way it carries out
work

Gets things right first time

Manages its sites responsibly

Ethical in the way it does business

Forward-looking and plans for the future

Experts in engineering and technology

Helps to conserve nature

Makes a significant contribution to the local economy

Gave a score Could not say
Base: all respondents (502)

Q14
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Brand values – agreement levels

Scores given from 10-0 on each of these brand values elements were as shown below.  The only statistically 
significant difference in the pattern of response to these factors was that again, those most well informed 
about the market changes gave consistently higher scores than the rest.

39%

36%

35%

34%

32%

32%

30%

29%

27%

25%

40%

44%

39%

42%

45%

44%

42%

39%

42%

40%

16%

18%

22%

19%

20%

21%

23%

24%

25%

29%

4%

2%

4%

5%

3%

3%

6%

9%

5%

7%

A company that I trust (472)

Manages its sites responsibly (376)

Ethical in the way it does business (373)

Organised and efficient (439)

Experts in engineering and technology (339)

Helps to conserve nature (338)

Considerate of the community, in the way it carries out work
(419)

Gets things right first time (410)

Forward-looking and plans for the future (346)

Makes a significant contribution to the local economy (310)

9-10 7-8 5-6 0-4
Base: all respondents, where answer given (as shown)

18.2

16.2

9.1

10.0

8.6

8.3

1.2

-3.4

-3.5

-11.3

Q14

NPS-equivalent 
overall measure 
(9-10 minus 0-6)
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Suggested improvements (2)

The changeover to NWG Business appears to have caused issues for some businesses, which they may not necessarily 
know who to resolve with:

There is a call for greater communication and promotion of what the wholesaler is responsible for, and how NW/ESW is 
meeting these responsibilities:

Increase awareness for me personally 
of what it does and how it helps the 

environment, that sort of thing

To bring the bills back into their remit. 
They were very good before they split into 
domestic and commercial and we aren't 

receiving bills for some of our sites

Awareness of what they do 
and what services they provide 

and things they cover

Q15

Better inform their customers - I was 
completely unaware of various things that 

you were telling me on the telephone

More information - about what they are 
doing and things like that. Keeping me 
up to date or promoting the business is 

not what they are good at

Northumbrian Water domestic are brilliant but business haven't 
got their stuff together, they're not terribly organised and haven't 

been explaining new systems. We're obviously used to dealing 
with one company and now it's been split it's not clear at all the 

way it works, we've never received anything to explain it to us, we 
had to google it which wasn't great






