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Introduction
Recent years have seen pressure building on the UK’s water
supply, in part due to weather extremes:
• The long hot summer of 2018 was the third driest May-July
period for the UK since 1910, with lower rainfall than the
benchmark drought of 1976. 1
• In March 2018, the Beast from the East’s rapid freeze and
then thaw put water supply in several parts of the countryunder stress, as supply pipes burst.
Policy is becoming more stretching too:
• The Government’s 25-year Environment Plan set out
targets to reduce per person consumption from 140 litres
a day, and the Environment Agency called for personal
targets to be introduced. Waterwise’s recommendation is to
aim for 100l/person/day.
• In October 2018, MPs from of the Environment Food and
Rural Affairs Committee called for compulsory metering to
reduce consumption.
• Leakage is under scrutiny too, with a stretching universal
target of at least 15% reduction called for by Ofwat (not
enough, according to the EFRA committee).
Alongside this increased pressure comes an increase in the
importance of customer perceptions for water companies.
C-MeX, the upcoming customer experience incentive,
measures broad aspects of sentiment that may be unrelated
to a direct service or interaction with the water company.
This includes their actions in addressing water shortages.
All water companies carry out their own customer research
into water shortages, building on insight from organisations
including Waterwise and the Consumer Council for Water.

Centre for Ecology and Hydrology: https://www.ceh.ac.uk/news-and-media/
blogs/uk-hydrological-status-update-early-august-2018
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One survey question did assess customers’ perceptions of the balance of
reducing demand vs increasing supply. Responses confirmed that reducing
leakage and encouraging in-home reductions were more important to customers than providing more water.
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We want to support the industry to further understand the
views of customers and compare them to our experience
working with water companies and other utilities, to help
them engage their customers and deliver on leakage,
metering and water consumption.
Baringa has carried out a survey of 2,000 customers with
representative geographic and demographic samples, on
their perceptions of water shortages. We have focused on
overall perceptions, and on leakage, metering and in-home
water use, rather than on ways to increase the supply of
water. 2

We make the following observations and analyse their implications on water companies:
1.

2.

77% of people said they were not concerned about
water shortages. This reinforces the challenge of
engaging with and influencing customers.
However, a majority (55%) think that they, the
customer, have the responsibility to save water, not
the water companies. Adapting communications
strategies to involve other parties that “neutralise”
messages and avoid a blame culture could be the
lever to unlock this.
Leakage performance does not affect customers’
perceptions of whether water companies could
do more. A sizeable proportion of survey respondents
believe a lack of investment by water companies
(48%) and a slow response to identifying and
resolving leaks (43%) are major contributors to the
leakage and water scarcity issues the UK is
experiencing. Targeting finite human and capital
resources remains the key enabler to reducing leaks,
and we believe there is more opportunity for
engagement on a local level.

3.

Metering is effective, but 78% of people who don’t
have a meter don’t want one. Getting over metering
deployment challenges through customer
engagement is key to unlocking its potential.

4.

Scarcity does not seem to drive frugality. There is not
a correlation between UK areas that are most
water-stressed, those that use the least water and
customer perceptions that reducing consumption
is important.

5.

85% of people say they already have the knowledge
to save water, and there is a strong enthusiasm for
doing more: 74% of people would choose to buy
appliances that use less water, if they were available.

There is the opportunity for targeted engagement by demographic, particularly the 18-34 age group and those out of
work who say they have the least knowledge of how to save
water (or perhaps have the knowledge, but are not in a position to act on it if they are not the homeowner).
Taken together, the opportunity exists for joined-up planning
and enhanced management of perceptions to deliver greater
collaboration between companies and customers in meeting
the country’s water scarcity challenge.
We hope that by providing some industry-level findings, this
report raises some interesting questions that help further
thinking on how to manage customer perceptions and deliver
on leakage, metering and water consumption.
Further breakdown by water company and detail of the survey
responses to all questions in our research is available on
request for any organisation that would like a more tailored
discussion.
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Overall perceptions
77% of people said they were not concerned about water shortages,
reinforcing the challenge of engaging
with and influencing customers.
However, a majority (55%) think that
they, the customer, have the
responsibility to save water, not the
water companies.
The table below shows the proportion of survey respondents
who are concerned with shortages and their views on whether
responsibility for saving water sits with customers or water
companies. The high proportion who say they are not
concerned also matches the experience of those we have
shared this with - from frontline meter installation teams,
to Strategy and Regulation Directors.
What’s worth examining further, is that those who say they are
not concerned place more emphasis on their own
responsibility to save water (vs the water companies) than
those who are concerned.
Raising public awareness is a key factor in usage reduction
campaigns, and there is plenty of messaging that highlights
overall water scarcity, including “escaping the jaws of death…
many parts of our country will face significant water deficits”
from the Environment Agency in March 2019.
These are clearly based on accurate assessments and projections. And yet, are messages that heighten concern the best
option?

77%
Based on this survey’s findings, an extension of this question
could be: Are water companies the right organisations to be
highlighting water shortages on a day-to-day level, if the aim
is to request customers take responsibility? Is there a role for
local or regional organisations, or the Environment Agency, to
highlight the environmental impact of over-use?
Asking customers to modify their behaviour - when they might
perceive a failing on behalf of the water company (or indeed
any infrastructure service provider) - can be counterproductive.
Our view is that customers increasingly value perceptions of
impartiality by accessing information through third parties.
Greater provision of open data sources for use by other organisations could be one route to explore this, helping to “neutralise” the message.
Customer perceptions of whether companies are doing enough
are key in landing requests for people to change their
behaviours.

Table 1: Survey respondents overall level of concern and views on where responsibilities lie

Responsibility to save water sits with...

Are you concerned about
water shortages?

Me, the user

Water companies

Concerned

12%

11%

23%

Not Concerned

43%

34%

77%

Total

55%

45%

100%

3
https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/escaping-the-jaws-of-death-ensuring
-enough-water-in-2050

Total
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Perceptions of leakage
UK water companies currently leak
3.1 billion litres of water a day. In real
terms, this equates to enough water to
fill the UK’s largest lake, Lake Windermere, three and half times over each
year.
Levels of water leakage increased in 2017/18; Performance is
therefore moving in the wrong direction, while simultaneously much tougher water leakage targets are being set during
the next Asset Management Period (AMP7) which runs for 5
years from 2020-2025.
Long-term targets could be even more stringent with
Government exerting more pressure on the industry. The
Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (EFRA) Select Committee

criticised OFWAT’s targets to reduce leakage by 15% by 2025
as “unambitious” and recommended that the 50% reduction in leakage currently being targeted for 2050 should be
brought forward 10 years to 2040.
Customers would support more ambitious targets,
according to Baringa’s research, indicating that they perceive
an acceptable level of leakage that is well below where even
the top performing water companies are aiming in the next
five years. What’s more, given the companies are declaring
that the 15% reduction is a stretching target for them, the
gap between what customers expect and their own ambitions may be difficult to accept. Companies need to ask
themselves: to what degree can they convince customers
to save water to address shortages, if they, themselves, are
not living up to customers’ perceptions of acceptable
performance?

Figure 1: Actual and target leakage by company, compared with customer perceptions of acceptable level

Leakage as % of distribution input

25%
Water company X
20%

Actual leakage, 2017-18
Target by end of 2025

15%

10%

5%

0%
40%

Customer views on acceptable level

45%

50%

55%

60%

65%

70%

75%

80%

85%

% Customers who think water companies are not doing enough to stop leaks
Sources: Initial PR19 Submissions by Water Companies and Baringa research findings. Individual company results are available on
request. Hafren Dyfrdwy had insufficient survey responses to include.

Many people working in the industry believe greater levels of funding are needed to tackle the high costs of repairing the
UK’s aging network. Raising customer bills could help pay for these infrastructure improvements, but “squeezed UK
consumers” are reluctant to pay more. Only 20% of respondents in our survey said they would feel comfortable with their
water bill increasing if it was paying for leaks repair and prevention. The reluctance for water bills to rise further was supported by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation’s report on ‘UK Poverty 2018’ that reveals that arrears for water bills are now
the most common form of debt for the poorest families. There is a sizeable gap between current and targeted industry
leakage performance versus government and consumer perceptions on acceptable levels of leakage and their willingness
to pay. This creates the challenge of using finite resources (constraints on investment) to improve performance in order to
shift perceptions, while also asking customers to reduce their consumption.
Ofwat wants to encourage and promote innovation in all aspects of the waste and water value chain and there are a number of areas to explore which can contribute to reducing leakage and shifting the customer perception. Examples include:
• Advanced leakage analytics – there are hundreds of
data points that water companies can knit together to provide insight on leakage; often this data is disparate and not
analysed holistically. Using data effectively to define leak
types, trends, and forecasts as to where leakage will occur
will increase accuracy of leak detection. Leak detection
technicians can also be given insight from data analysis,
showing where the most likely locations for leakage within
certain areas might be. When leakage analysis happens
at the moment, it is often a one-off activity. The challenge
is to turn this into regular, repeatable, enterprise-wide
analytics.
• Machine learning – data science techniques, such as
machine learning, can be used to improve leakage
detection targeting decisions and determining what asset
classes get the most leakage volume benefit. Using outcomes from completed network activities will enable better
business decisions to be taken in the future.
• Repair technologies – less invasive techniques (equivalent to key-hole surgery on pipes) enable shorter repair
cycle times and ultimately less water leakage. They also
mean repair technicians can get through more work each
day, and less inconvenience to customers.
The challenge around shifting perceptions could be tackled
at a more local level through targeted communications
and engagement to support the top line messaging, cover
their full supply region. For example, combining the top
level message of “we’ve reduced our leakage by x% over
the last year” (which may not appeal to individuals and is
quite disconnected from the local areas) with “we’ve fixed
this leak on your street, which has contributed to saving X
million swimming pools worth of water every day, please
let us know if you see any others” can appeal to the local
communities. This can make them feel part of the joint
effort that is required to address water scarcity.

This messaging can support the leaks that cause disruptions on the roads and pavements when they are on the
network of pipes owned by the water companies. Leaks can
also cause disruption when they appear on supply pipes which are the responsibility of customers to
maintain. These pipes are on customers’ land, such as
under driveways, flowerbeds and conservatories. Leakage
from customer-owned pipes accounts for about one third
of all leakage, with companies believing this to be
underestimated due to the difficulty in identifying leaks
on customer premises. This leakage is included in the
figures reported by water companies, so they have a vested
interest in supporting timely repair. Even water lost from
the internal pipework (e.g. via running toilets, heating
systems or loose fittings hidden within walls) count towards the reported figures. Our research shows that 39%
of respondents are worried about leakage within their
homes and only 15% are worried about leakage in their
gardens. This low level of worry is another challenge for
water companies to overcome; every day a leak is not
repaired, water losses accumulate quickly.
Companies must acknowledge the significant contribution
that private leakage plays and choose an approach that
balances the impact on leakage against cost, customer
experience and operational deliverability. Innovation to
support repairs on small supply pipes is also being explored,
with similar non-invasive methods for repairs on the larger
network pipes and acoustic microphones to pinpoint leaks
emerging.
Reducing leakage to align with customer expectations is
a difficult task. However, inroads need to be made and
publicised to gather the support of consumers. In this way
they can also play their part in reducing consumption and
repairing leaks on their premises. This will support the wider
environmental issue of UK water scarcity becoming
a serious problem within the next 25 years.
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The impact of meters
Alongside leakage, metering presents
us with one of the largest opportunities
to address water shortages. And that’s
because metered customers use 20%
less water on average than unmetered
customers. Some of the UK’s water
companies now have more than 80%
of their customers on meters. And yet,
there is still large variation, with some
lagging behind with less than 40%
metered. In part this reflects regional
differences in the need for managing
shortages, but at a national level there

is clear opportunity to increase the
impact of metering.
Our research shows that perceptions around how effective
meters are in reducing consumption are polarised. Of those
that don’t have a meter already, 78% say they don’t want
one. However, of those that do have a meter, 74% say that it
does affect their consumption.
It’s likely that some of those who initially did not want a
meter, but have had one installed, now believe it affects their
behaviour. These people may not realise the impact their
meter has had on their consumption.

Figure 2: Customer views on water meters, compared with reported percentage of metered customer base
>80%
metered

60-70%
metered

50-60 %
metered

40-50%
metered

<40%
metered

100%

8%
90%

17%

22%

11%

15%

Yes, I have a water meter but it does not make
me consider how much water I use

80%

34%

70%

Yes, I have a water meter and it makes
me consider how much water I use

32%

36%
61%

60%

50%

53%

10%
16%

40%

No, I do not have a water meter but would like one

26%

30%

20%

45%

8%
32%

10%

37%

31%

17%

0%
Yes, I have a water meter but it does not make me consider how much water I use
Yes, I have a water meter and it makes me consider how much water I use

Source: Published No,
Annual
Reports
2017/2018. Baringa research findings.
I do not havePerformance
a water meter but would like
one
No, I do not have a water meter and do not want one installed

No, I do not have a water meter and
do not want one installed

Given the current focus on smart meter rollout across the
UK, it’s worth reflecting on parallels with the energy market.
Water companies can learn valuable lessons from energy
suppliers, with smart metering shaking up the industry for
both the companies and their customers. Research from
Smart Energy GB shows that 86% of smart meter owners have
changed their behaviours, which broadly aligns with the 74%
in our survey who believe water meters affect their
consumption. In contrast, 60% of people who do not have an
energy smart meter have shown an interest in getting one
installed, whereas 78% of those who don’t have a water
meter, don’t want one.
This contrast in the willingness to install a smart meter
presents an opportunity for water companies to focus more
closely on the management of customer perceptions. As
companies increase their metered customer base, the nature
of their engagement with customers will evolve. A well-considered communication strategy is essential to changing
customer perceptions and acceptance of smart meters. Focus
is needed around the intended message regarding the benefit
to the customer. A balance needs to be struck between saving
bills and saving the planet. This capitalises on those who don’t
have a meter but want one, and increases the use of customer stories on the impact of meters as a tool for influencing
others.

particularly where hard to reach customers can be matched
to specific sectors of the community.
• Align supply and demand: Align the metering demand
of eligible customers and the availability of the field force,
with the aim of avoiding aborted visits that dilute customer
engagement and add cost.

Although challenging, companies can and are changing the
perception of meters through engaging with customers during
their metering roll out. Valuable customer and asset insights
are being used to continuously improve the customer experience, enhance the efficiency of meter deployment and
change the way customers think about their meters. Creating
and delivering against the right channel strategy is key to
changing perceptions, installing more meters and reducing
consumption.

We have worked with teams across most UK energy companies on their smart meter rollouts and have supported water
companies in overcoming their metering deployment
challenges. Time and again we see that customer
engagement is key to overcoming these challenges.
Focus is needed on the following elements to optimise a
metering roll out:
• Customer segmentation: Clarifying customer groupings
and their likelihood to respond to metering requests, from
easy-to-reach (a maximum of 25% of people) to “unreachable”.
• Clear and compelling propositions: Focus on the impacts
that will resonate with customers (including saving money
and environmental protection), and ways to increase trust in
meters. Testing incentives and behavioural nudges, such as
social norms, can gauge their impact.
• Targeted messaging: Channel strategies tailored for each
segment, reflecting understanding of significantly different
conversion rates, from 5% via letters to >50% with outbound
calls.
• Work with communities: Consider working in collaboration,
linking the theme of partnership with communities,
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Does scarcity drive frugalty?
The third strand of our research considers water consumption. With widespread coverage of water scarcity challenges, and
calls to reduce consumption from 141 litres/person/day to 100 litres/person/day, customer perceptions are key in delivering
reductions.
Our findings reinforce the challenge of customer engagement. The figures below compare customer perceptions, the Environment Agency’s classifications of water stress, and actual consumption by water company.
The challenges are clear:

gory extends both higher and lower.

• Per capita consumption of customers by water company
does not seem to have any relation to whether they are in a
seriously, or moderately water stressed part of the country.

• Lastly, actual usage is not affected by the proportion of
people who say they are concerned about shortages.

• Water stress classifications also do not correlate with
concern about shortages. There is a small difference in the
mean level of concern between those areas that are seriously
water stressed (28%) and those that are moderately water
stressed (23%), but the range for those in the moderate cateFigure 3: Per capita consumption and concern about water shortages compared with water stress designations by water company.
Region under moderate water stress
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35%
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25%
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20%
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15%
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10%
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Notes: Graph shows results for 18 water operating areas, separating Essex and Suffolk from Northumbrian and Cambridge from
South Staffordshire. Bournemouth and Hafren Dyfrdwy had insufficient sample sizes. Data sourced from Discoverwater.co.uk,
Environment Agency classifications of water stress and Baringa research findings

% customers concerned about shortages.

per capita consumption in litres

Region under serious water stress

It is worth making some international comparisons:
• The average UAE resident uses 550 litres of water each day,
despite the fact that the UAE is one of the most water constrained places on Earth.

There is also a challenge on how to incentivise companies to
reduce customer consumption. Financial rewards may actually
mean that customers end up paying more for using less.

• Cape Town staved off “Day Zero” in 2018 – the day that
severe water usage restrictions would need to be brought in
through a range of emergency water saving methods. The
city implemented a residential usage limit of 50 litres per day,
leading to big reductions by domestic and business customers
until the rains returned.

Given that scarcity does not appear to drive consumption or
perceptions about shortages, further insight is needed on how
to engage customers on their consumption.

This might suggest that a crisis leads to behavioural change,
while sustained levels of stress do not. Timing of engagement
on scarcity is pivotal. In the worst case, mobilising blanket
water reduction messages shortly after a major burst is likely
to have a negative impact. In the best case, a carefully timed
high-profile campaign to reduce water use ahead of a hot
weekend may help to avoid disruption.

The vast majority of survey respondents (85%) say they know
how to save water, giving, at face value, a limited audience to
convert. But there are variations by demographic.
The table below highlights that younger age groups, and
particularly those out of employment, show the least knowledge about water saving. This may reflect a lower proportion
of bill-payers and home-ownership. Engagement with landlords is an area to explore.

Table 2: Proportion of survey respondents that said they understand how to save water show the least knowledge about water
saving.

Age

Demographic group

Employment Status

Total

ABC1

C2DE

Retired

Full time

Part time

18 - 34

76%

69%

0%

78%

73%

41%

74%

35 - 54

88%

81%

100%

86%

83%

73%

85%

55+

90%

86%

90%

85%

88%

83%

89%

Total

87%

82%

90%

84%

84%

68%

85%

Unemployed

Sources: 2017-18 per capita consumption from discoverwater.co.uk, Water stressed areas – final classification, Environment
Agency 2013, % concerned from Baringa research.
Given the headline that 77% of people are not concerned
about water shortages, it is maybe a little surprising that 74%
show a preference for water efficient appliances (the question
asks: would you buy one if available?) and a majority say they
would be interested in knowing how much water each home
appliance uses. This isn’t a completely untapped market: you
can find information about water efficiency for your washing
machines (if you look hard enough), and there are monitoring
devices that can alert you if there are unusual flows in your
house (and potentially infer usage from different flow patterns). However, there is clearly potential for more.

It would be a chaotic picture for all water companies to go
their own way on this. Community engagement is highly
valuable, but an industry partnership approach to deliver
common messages consistently could be more appropriate,
particularly as customers don’t define themselves by water
company boundaries. However, a mandated national approach
is unlikely to work. Messaging on water reduction just can’t
be the same in the wet North West as it needs to be in the dry
South East. Our view is that regional, multi-party collaboration
can play a greater role for maximum impact.
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Conclusions
Understanding the nuances of customer opinions relating to leakage, metering
and personal consumption can help provide an integrated response to the
challenge of addressing scarcity. While water resource planning does this on
a long-term scale, there are more opportunities in the day-to-day management
to move towards a more systems-led and multi-party approach.
Involving customers in the process is the right thing to do. And yet, to be effective it needs to be targeted and cognisant of the
fact that asking customers to save water requires a mandate for companies to both reduce leakage and shift perceptions by
engaging locally and specifically.
The key observations are that:

1

Scarcity does not seem to drive frugality; 85% of people say they already have the knowledge
to save water and the majority show appetite for more information. Increasing the emphasis on
provision of information and exploring regional partnerships could be the route to build on this
knowledge and enthusiasm.

2

Leakage performance does not affect perceptions of whether water companies could do more.
Customer expectations are that <10% is an acceptable leakage level. The most stretching target
for 2025 is >10%. Bridging the gap to customer expectations will be key to building trust and
engagement. Joined-up analytics are likely to be the next step in identifying leaks and making
efficient use of finite resources.

3

The majority of people say that they are not concerned about water shortages, but most think
that they, the customer, have the responsibility to save water. Adapting engagement strategies to
involve other parties may be a route for water companies to explore.

4

Metering is effective, but 78% of people who don’t have a meter don’t want one. Engagement
strategies need to evolve as metering programmes “get over the hump” to a majority-metered
customer base.
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Note on the survey
Our survey was carried out in Q4 2018, supported by Opinium Research, and included 2,005 nationally representative UK adults
(aged 18+). Responses to the questions below were compared with information for leakage, metering and per capita
consumption from water companies’ annual performance reports and PR19 plans.
Questions asked were:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Which water company are you with?
Are you concerned about water shortages?
Who do you believe the responsibility to save water sits with?
Do you know how to decrease the amount of water you use?
Are you worried about the risk of a water leak in any of the following places?
Does your home have a water meter?
Which of the below currently or would prevent you from reducing your water usage?
How comfortable would you be for your water bill to increase if this was paying for leaks repair and prevention?
Do you think water companies are doing enough to stop leaks?
It is a well-known fact that there are leaks in the water systems in the UK. What do you think is an acceptable leakage
percentage for all drinking water produced by water companies?
Which of the below do you think are the main reasons for water leaks in the UK?
Where do you believe the water industry should focus their efforts to balance the supply and demand for water?
If the government owned the water companies, would you expect fewer leaks?
How interested or uninterested are you in knowing how much water each of your home appliances (e.g. shower,
washing machine, dishwasher etc.) use?
Would you choose to buy appliances that use less water, if they were available?

This report presents headline findings. More granular detail by water company is available on request.
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About Baringa
Baringa Partners is an independent business and technology consultancy. We help businesses run more effectively,
navigate industry shifts and reach new markets. We use our
industry insights, ideas and pragmatism to help each client
improve their business. Collaboration is central to our strategy
and culture ensuring we attract the brightest and the best.
That’s why clients love working with us.
Baringa launched in 2000 and now has over 600 members of
staff and more than 60 partners across our five practice areas
of Energy and Resources, Financial Services, Products and
Services, and Government and Public Sector. These practices
are supported by cross-sector teams focused on Customer
& Digital; Finance, Risk and Compliance; People Excellence;
Supply Chain and Procurement; Data, Analytics and AI; Intelligent Automation and Operations Excellence; and Technology
Transformation. We operate globally and have offices in the
UK, Germany, Australia, US, and the Middle East.
Baringa Partners has been voted as the leading management
consulting firm for the second year in the Financial Times’ UK
Leading Management Consultants in the category ‘energy,
utilities and the environment’. We have been in the Top 10 for
the last 10 years in the small, medium, as well as large category in the UK Best Workplaces™ list by Great Place to Work®.
We are a Top 50 for Women employer, and are recognised by
Best Employers for Race.
Baringa. Brighter Together.

Baringa’s work in the
water industry
We support water companies, regulators and other market
participants to define and deliver strategy and business
improvement.
Our experience spans all functions. We help to develop business plans and price control assessments, organisation-wide
transformation and operating models, operational efficiency
programmes, field operations and productivity, customer
service transformation, retail optimisation, energy and
technology strategies.
In recent projects, we have helped companies hit their leakage targets, improve the effectiveness of their metering
deployments and review their customer engagement
strategies.
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