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1. Project Overview 
Background 

The Commission 

1.1 From April 2017 all eligible non-household customers (businesses, charities and public sector 

organisations) whose business is wholly or mainly in England will be able to choose who supplies their 

water and waste water (sewerage) retail services, which include billing, water meter reading and 

customer services. The opening of the market means that (like many other utility markets) eligible 

organisations will be free to either switch suppliers or negotiate a better deal with their existing 

supplier.  

1.2 In September 2016, the Water Services Regulation Authority (henceforth Ofwat) appointed Opinion 

Research Services (ORS) to undertake a study of Customer Awareness about the changes to the water 

market, including their understanding of the forthcoming ability to switch supplier, their propensity to 

switch and perceived or actual barriers to doing so. The research comprised two main elements: 

 A quantitative survey of 1,000 organisations of various sizes across England; and 

 80 depth qualitative follow-up interviews with eligible organisations. 

1.3 It is hoped that the research findings will enable the programme to implement appropriately targeted 

communications and engagement activities to increase awareness, as well as provide a baseline for post 

market opening monitoring.  

1.4 Owing to a decision made by the Welsh Government, customers who receive their water and waste 

water retail services from Dwr Cymru (Welsh Water) or Dee Valley Water (based mainly or wholly in 

Wales) will only be able to switch if they use 50 million litres of water a year at their property. For this 

reason, the research focuses only on organisations based wholly or mainly in England. 

1.5 There are various other eligibility criteria which determine whether an organisation will be eligible to 

switch supplier when the market opens, and therefore whether we have been able to carry out full 

interviews with them. This is discussed in further detail below. 

Depth telephone interviews 

1.6 In addition to the larger quantitative survey, a total of 80 more in-depth telephone interviews were 

undertaken with representatives from eligible organisations across England, carried out between 

October and December 2016. After being invited to register an interest to participate during the initial 

telephone surveys conducted by ORS, a sample of interested respondents were subsequently re-

contacted and an interview was arranged at a time convenient for them. An overview of the achieved 

sample profile can be found in Chapter 4.  

The Quantitative Survey 

1.7 The principle aim of the quantitative survey was to give a representative overview of customer 

awareness across all types and sizes of businesses, charities and public sector organisations in England 

and to investigate the factors surrounding this. 
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1.8 The survey was carried out by telephone over an eight week period between 11th October and 8th 

December 2016 and included questions on the following topics: 

 Satisfaction with current supplier; 

 Awareness of forthcoming changes to the water market; 

 Awareness of eligibility criteria; 

 Propensity to switch supplier; 

 Perceived and real barriers switching; 

 Incentives to switch; and 

 Further information needed. 

1.9 A stratified sample was designed to ensure that differences between organisations of different sizes and 

in different sectors, and differences between water company regions could be measured. Quota 

controls were used to ensure a representative sample and 1,000 full interviews were achieved overall.  

The Sample Design 

1.10 The sample, consisting of registered businesses, charities and public sector organisations based wholly 

or mainly in England was selected from data purchased from Dun & Bradstreet, a commercial source of 

business contacts.  

1.11 The sample was based on contact details for an equal number of small, medium and large organisations 

(around 2,400 of each) plus a total of almost 10,000 “micro” organisations (with fewer than 10 

employees). The sample for each size of organisation was then split equally between each of the nine 

water region areas, to ensure that sufficient data was available for comparative analysis to be 

undertaken between regions. Within each water region, the contact details for around 1,900 

organisations were included in the base sample. 

1.12 This sampling approach provided 36 strata (four broad sizes of organisation split into nine water 

regions); and within each strata, a random sample was selected to provide a representative cross-

section of organisations. On this basis, the type1 of organisations selected reflected the specific mix of 

organisations in each water region, and quota controls were used to ensure that the survey achieved a 

representative sample. 

Organisation Eligibility 

1.13 Not all businesses, charities and public sector organisations will be eligible to switch water and/or 

wastewater retail services supplier when the market opens in April 2017. The organisation must operate 

from a business premises, pay business rates, and not use a household water supply (i.e. those who run 

a business from their own home will not be eligible).  Further, some organisations that rent their 

business premises will do so with the utility services provided by the landlord, so they are not 

responsible for who supplies their water and/or wastewater retail services (along with other utilities) 

and aren’t able to choose the supplier. 

1.14 Of the available sample, 12,489 organisations were called and contact was successfully achieved with a 

suitable representative at 5,407 of those approached. However, the initial questions identified that 

1,837 organisations were not eligible to take part in the survey; either because their water supply was 

provided by their landlord, or due to the business only having a household water supply. This 

represented around a third (34%) of all successful contacts overall, but varied substantially by business 

size, type and region. 

                                                           
1 Based on Standard Industrial Classification (SIC) codes 
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1.15 Almost half (48%) of all micro organisations included in the sample were not eligible (partly due to many 

being home based and not having a dedicated premises), but approaching a quarter (23%) of medium 

and large organisations were also not eligible (mainly as services were provided by the landlord). 

1.16 The proportion of ineligible organisations in the sample was also higher in the Thames Water region 

(44%), due to 42% of small organisations, 40% of medium organisations and 38% of large organisations) 

being ineligible in this region.  This is partly due to the type of organisations in the area, though possibly 

also due to the prevalence of serviced offices in and around Greater London. 

Figure A: Ineligibility of organisations in the sample 

 

Response Rates 

1.17 Of the 5,407 organisations where contact was made, it was confirmed that 1,837 were not eligible to 

take part. The remaining 3,570 organisations were invited to take part in the survey. 

1.18 The representatives contacted at some organisations identified that decisions relating to utility services 

were taken centrally by a head office, estates department or similar. In such cases, contact details were 

taken for the relevant decision maker and further survey attempts were made with this new contact; 

and whilst some of these alternative representatives were subsequently interviewed, others were not 

able to be reached during the survey period. 
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1.19 Overall, a total of 1,000 full interviews were completed, which represents 28% of those organisations 

where contact was successfully achieved. Of the remaining 2,570 organisations, most refused to 

participate or were otherwise unable to take part. Some representatives did not confirm their eligibility 

status during the call, so it is likely that a proportion of these would not have been eligible to take part. 

However, as eligibility was generally established at the very outset of the call, it is likely that most of 

these were eligible but did not want to take part in the survey. 

Weighting 

1.20 As the sample design aimed to achieve an equal number of interviews in each region (whereas the 

number of organisations varies from just over 65,000 in the Northumbrian Water region to approaching 

700,000 in the Thames Water region) and also oversampled organisations with more than 10 

employees, any differences between the achieved sample and the overall population were corrected by 

statistical weighting. This process ensures that the overall results are representative of all eligible 

organisations across the whole of England. 

1.21 The profile tables below and overleaf show the differences between the weighted and un-weighted 

percentages. 

Profile Tables 

1.22 Full details of the profile characteristics of each organisation are shown in the tables below. Any value 

denoted by a * represents a percentage which is less than 1%. 

 

Water Region 

Population Survey Responses 

Total  
orgs %  

eligible 

Eligible organisations Unweighted Weighted 

Thousands Thousands % Number % % 

Anglian Water 245.4 48% 117.0 10% 124 12%  11%  

Northumbrian Water 65.7 58% 38.1 3% 102 10%  4%  

Southern Water 202.4 52% 105.5 9% 119 12%  10%  

Severn Trent Water 310.9 58% 179.7 16% 115 12%  17%  

South West Water 74.3 58% 43.3 4% 136 14%  4%  

Thames Water 689.0 51% 348.9 31% 82 8%  28%  

United Utilities 236.0 56% 133.0 12% 100 10%  12%  

Wessex Water 119.9 51% 61.7 6% 120 12%  6%  

Yorkshire Water 162.6 59% 96.4 9% 102 10%  9%  

Total 2,106.2 53% 1,123.6 100% 1,000 100%  100%  
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Size of Organisation 

Population Survey Responses 

Total  
orgs %  

eligible 

Eligible organisations Unweighted Weighted 

Thousands Thousands % Number Valid % Valid % 

Micro (1-9 employees) 1870.5 51% 958.5 85% 241 24%  82%  

Small (10-49 employees) 193.8 69% 134.6 12% 345 35%  15%  

Medium (50-249 employees) 33.7 73% 24.6 2% 189 19%  3%  

Large (250+ employees) 8.2 73% 6.0 1% 210 21%  1%  

Not known -   -   -   -   15 -   -   

Total 2,106.2 53% 1,123.6 100% 1,000 100%  100%  

 

Type of Organisation 

Population Survey Responses 

Total organisations Unweighted Weighted 

Thousands % Number Valid % Valid % 

Agriculture, forestry & fishing 98.8 4% 20 2%  3%  

Mining, quarrying & utilities 10.5 *   9 1%  1%  

Manufacturing 114.9 5% 176 18%  6%  

Construction 261.5 12% 54 5%  11%  

Motor trades 62.9 3% 35 4%  3%  

Wholesale 92.1 4% 41 4%  4%  

Retail 164.8 7% 66 7%  8%  

Transport & storage (inc postal) 82.0 4% 37 4%  3%  

Accommodation & food services 122.4 6% 74 7%  9%  

Information & communication 191.2 9% 24 2%  6%  

Financial & insurance 46.9 2% 23 2%  4%  

Property 81.0 4% 33 3%  3%  

Professional, scientific & technical 409.0 18% 72 7%  14%  

Business administration & support services 186.8 8% 52 5%  9%  

Public administration & defence 6.5 *   30 3%  1%  

Education 38.0 2% 75 8%  2%  

Health  99.6 5% 70 7%  6%  

Arts, entertainment, recreation & other services 144.8 7% 100 10%  7%  

Not known -   -   9 -   -   

Total 1,123.6 100% 1,000 100%  100%  

 

Interpretation of the Data 

1.23 It should be remembered that a sample, and not the entire population of organisations based in 

England, has been interviewed. In consequence, all results are subject to sampling tolerances, which 

means that not all differences when considering differences between different groups within the 
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population, are necessarily statistically significant.  Throughout the report significant differences by sub-

group of the population are noted.  

1.24 Where differences between demographic groups or between surveys have been highlighted as 

significant there is a 95% probability that the difference is significant and not due to chance.  

Differences that are not said to be ‘significant’ or ‘statistically significant’ are indicative only. When 

comparing results between demographic sub-groups, on the whole, only results which are significantly 

different are highlighted in the text. 

1.25 Please note that where percentages do not sum to 100, this may be due to rounding, the exclusion of 

‘don’t know’ categories, or multiple answers. 

1.26 In some cases figures of 2% or below have been excluded from graphs. 

1.27 Graphics are used extensively in this report to make it as user friendly as possible. The pie charts and 

other graphics show the proportions (percentages) of residents making relevant responses.  

Acknowledgements 

1.28 ORS would like to thank Helen Robinson-Gordon and Stephen Beddoes for their help and assistance. We 

would also like to thank the people who took part in the survey and interviews, without whose valuable 

input the research would not have been possible. 
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2. Executive Summary 
Summary of Main Findings 

Results from Quantitative Telephone Survey 

2.1 The following paragraphs highlight some key findings from the customer awareness survey, but readers 

are referred to the detailed graphics for the full story. The suite of ORS tables also includes full cross 

tabulations. 

Satisfaction with current suppliers 

2.2 Levels of satisfaction with current suppliers are generally high across the board. Around two-thirds 

(68%) of organisations are satisfied with the customer service they receive from their current water and 

waste water supplier, while around three-quarters (76%) are satisfied with the overall service received.  

2.3 Those who would not consider switching either their water or waste water retail services supplier are 

significantly more likely to be satisfied with the customer service and overall service they currently 

receive, suggesting that propensity to switch is linked to current satisfaction levels. 

Awareness of the changes 

2.4 Around a third (32%) of respondents were previously aware, to some degree, about forthcoming 

changes to the water market - with the remaining two-thirds (68%) having not heard anything about 

them. 

2.5 Small, medium and large organisations are significantly more likely to be aware of the changes: for 

example, 79% of large organisations were aware without prompting, compared to 30% overall. This is 

particularly emphasised as micro-organisations make up the majority of all organisations in the 

population, and they are generally less aware of the upcoming changes than larger organisations. 

2.6 Organisations in the construction, retail, financial & insurance and public administration & defence 

sectors are also significantly less likely to be aware of the upcoming changes, suggesting that these 

sectors - as well as micro-organisations - should be the target of future awareness campaigns. 

2.7 The majority of those who were previously aware of upcoming changes to the water retail market found 

out or heard about the changes either through their water company, for example via a bill, leaflet or 

letter (43%) or through the media (35%). 

2.8 Awareness of the eligibility criteria for switching is low: less than a quarter (23%) of organisations that 

were previously aware of upcoming changes were aware that organisations must meet certain eligibility 

criteria, based around how their premises are used. Further, only a third (34%) were aware that 

customers will be protected in terms of billing, contracts and consistency of supply. 

2.9 Organisations that receive their water and waste water retail services from South West Water and 

United Utilities and organisations in the public administration & defence and health sectors are 

significantly less likely than average to be aware of the eligibility criteria. 
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Propensity to switch 

2.10 Just over half (52%) of organisations would consider switching who supplies their water retail services 

when the market opens, while around a quarter (26%) are unsure whether they would or not. Around a 

fifth (21%) would not consider switching. 

2.11 Furthermore, again just over half (53%) would consider switching who supplies their waste water retail 

services when the market opens, while around a quarter (24%) are unsure whether they would or not. 

Around a fifth (22%) would not consider switching. 

2.12 Medium and large organisations are significantly more likely to consider switching water and waste 

water suppliers. High water users (more than 5,000,000 litres of water a year) are significantly less likely 

to consider switching. 

2.13 The most frequent reasons given by organisations for not considering switching suppliers were that 

their current service is good or they are happy with their current supplier; and that switching is too 

much effort or there is no point in doing so.  

2.14 Saving money in general, as well as the amount of money saved and getting better value for money, are 

the main influencing factors as to whether or not to switch supplier - though around a fifth felt that 

nothing would influence them to do so.  An UK-based call centre and the offer of metering 

services/smart metering would also be attractive to organisations. 

2.15 It is clear that in order to make a decision on whether to switch suppliers or not, organisations desire 

more information. Over half (54%) would like more information on pricing, tariffs and billing, while 13% 

would like a list of available suppliers to increase their awareness of available alternatives. One in ten 

(10%) simply wanted more information in general or said they would need to undertake independent 

research before making a decision. 

Eligibility of Organisations 

2.16 Not all businesses, charities and public sector organisations will be eligible to switch water and/or 

wastewater retail services supplier when the market opens in April 2017. The organisation must operate 

from a business premises, pay business rates, and not use a household water supply (i.e. those who run 

a business from their own home will not be eligible).  Further, some organisations that rent their 

business premises will do so with the utility services provided by the landlord, so they are not 

responsible for who supplies their water and/or wastewater retail services (along with other utilities) 

and aren’t able to choose the supplier. 

2.17 From the survey, it can be estimated that just over half (53%) of all organisations in England are eligible 

to switch water and/or wastewater retail services supplier. This reflects the fact that most organisations 

in the overall population are micro businesses, about only half of which are eligible (51%). Among other 

organisation sizes, higher proportions are eligible to switch; about two-thirds of small organisations 

(69%), and three-quarters of medium and large organisations (73%). 
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Views from depth telephone interviews with organisations 

2.18 A total of 80 depth telephone interviews with eligible organisations across England were undertaken 

between October and December 2016. These were with respondents who, during the main quantitative 

telephone survey, had been offered the opportunity to participate in a further detailed interview. 

Detailed information on this process and an overview of the achieved sample profile can be found in 

Chapter 4; a summary of findings is presented below. 

Awareness of the changes 

2.19 Almost all participants understood the general premise of the changes, and were aware that they 

would, in future, be able to choose who supplies their water and waste water retail services. However, a 

few - typically from smaller businesses - were not aware of or could not recall much, if anything, about 

the changes. 

Necessity of change 

2.20 Most participants suggested that a single competitive market - as opposed to regional monopolies - 

would reduce costs and improve standards and therefore be of benefit to businesses. Furthermore, it 

was recognised that businesses with premises in multiple water company areas could be billed by one 

supplier after the changes come into effect, thus reducing internal administrative costs and water bills. 

2.21 Smaller organisations were more likely to be satisfied with the status quo and reject a case for change. 

Others saw the introduction of a water retailer between the water supplier and end consumer as an 

unnecessary and illogical ‘middle man’: they suggested that rather than introducing competition, the 

status quo should remain and water prices ‘watchdogged’ to ensure customers get good service and 

value for money.  

2.22 A very small number of participants questioning whether water should be privatised since it is ‘too 

essential’: they argued for nationalisation. 

Intentions of businesses/organisations 

2.23 Many participants said they are likely to shop around in an attempt to save money on their water and 

waste water supplies from April 2017. Typically, businesses with larger water bills are more likely to do 

so sooner than smaller businesses. 

2.24 Some participants said they are uninterested in seeking a better deal or are unlikely to switch, most 

typically those from smaller businesses who feel they would only make ‘negligible’ savings. Others are 

satisfied with their current level of service or are concerned about the impracticalities and uncertainties 

involved in switching water suppliers. 

2.25 When asked, most participants said that they would prefer to re-negotiate with their existing water and 

waste water suppliers in an attempt to reduce costs while maintaining a familiar and satisfactory level 

of service. 

Reasons to switch 

2.26 Participants who said they are unlikely to switch water or waste water suppliers were asked what might 

persuade them to do so. Most said that a substantial saving - or an increase in their current supplier’s 
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cost - would be a factor. Others said that if their current supplier offered a poor service, or if that 

offered by a competitor appeared to be much better, they would consider looking to switch.  

What are the main benefits of switching? 

2.27 Participants were asked for their views on the main possible advantages of switching water and waste 

water retail suppliers. Almost all said that a potential cost saving was the main benefit. 

2.28 A number of interviewees stressed that they would not trade their existing good customer service for a 

reduction in price, while several others said that in choosing a future supplier, service quality would be 

at least as important as lower cost. Indeed, a few worried that, in order to beat their competitors on 

price, some water retailers would ‘cut corners’ and lessen their customer service. 

2.29 Many participants said access to online services to pay their bills and smart meters to monitor their 

water usage and/or identify leaks would be of benefit. Advice on reducing water consumption or 

recycling waste and/or rain water to reduce costs and protect the environment would also be 

welcomed by many. 

2.30 Participants frequently stated that centralised billing (consolidating multiple bills into one) or acquiring 

multi-site deals for their water services would be of great benefit to them in reducing internal 

administration time and costs and potentially obtaining discounts from suppliers looking to compete for 

larger contracts. 

2.31 Mixed views were given by participants on the length of contract they would prefer to sign with a water 

company. Some suggested that a shorter, year-long contract would allow greater freedom and flexibility 

to shop around in a potentially uncertain market, whereas others argued for longer-term contracts on 

the grounds of ‘less hassle’ and a greater potential for money-saving in the long-term.  

Barriers to switching 

2.32 Participants were asked if there are any barriers to switching their water or waste water supplier. 

Though some again stated that they are satisfied with their current supplier and see no reason to 

consider switching, most could foresee barriers. For example, many participants felt that any savings 

will be negligible, and perhaps not worth the time and effort involved in switching.  

2.33 A newer, smaller water retailer with no track record would be a concern or even an unacceptable risk 

for some. However, most said they would be willing to use a smaller retailer providing they were 

licensed and offered good service or, for some, because their water supply is not business critical (those 

with a critical requirement for water are typically concerned about continuity of supply, and are thus 

less likely to take a risk with a smaller company). 

2.34 Overseas call centres and/or automated telephone systems would act as a barrier or deterrent to some: 

it was argued that both increase the length of the time spent on the telephone and/or aggravate 

customers due to language barriers or ineffective systems.  

Information and raising awareness 

2.35 Participants were asked about the type of information that would be important to businesses in 

ensuring they are aware of and understand the new market. First and foremost, participants stressed 

the importance of ensuring businesses are aware of forthcoming changes and that there are 
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opportunities to save money in an ‘easy’ way - and it was considered important that organisations 

understand why the changes are taking place and why they should make the effort to switch: that is, 

what are the potential benefits and risks?  

2.36 Several desired a list of ‘regulator-approved businesses’, or assurances from OFWAT that they will never 

be left without water and that adequate quality assurance and customer protection is in place. 

2.37 Postal methods were generally considered most appropriate to inform businesses and business owners 

of forthcoming changes. Some would prefer a properly branded and directly-addressed letter or leaflet, 

while others said that a postcard or similar directing them to a website would be more effective. 

2.38 Many participants specifically stated that an online comparison tool would encourage them to shop 

around and enable them to better understand the differences between the tariffs and services offered 

by competitors in the water market.  

2.39 Almost all participants suggested that emails can be ignored or discarded as spam and that cold calling 

is undesirable. 

2.40 Finally, online, television or radio advertising was suggested as an effective way to inform businesses 

(particularly small businesses) of changes to the water market, though local business networks and the 

trade press were preferred by some. 
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3. Survey of Organisations 
Results from Quantitative Telephone Survey 

Satisfaction with Customer Service 

3.1 Organisations were asked how satisfied or dissatisfied they are with the customer service they receive 

from their current supplier(s). Of those who receive their water and waste water retail services from the 

same supplier, around two-thirds (68%) are satisfied with the customer service they receive, with only 

5% saying they are dissatisfied.  

3.2 Of the organisations who receive their waste and waste water retail services from separate suppliers, a 

slightly higher proportion are satisfied with the customer service they receive from their water retail 

services supplier (69%) than from their waste water retail services supplier (64%); however 

dissatisfaction is slightly higher for water services only (11%).  

Figure 1: How satisfied or dissatisfied are you with the customer service you receive from your current...? 
Base: All Respondents (number of respondents shown in brackets)  
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3.3 Figure 2 overleaf shows how levels of satisfaction with water and waste water retail service suppliers 

vary by sub-group: organisations who receive their water and waste water retail services from 

Northumbrian Water, Southern Water, Wessex Water and Yorkshire Water are significantly more likely 

to be satisfied with their current customer service, while those who receive retail services from Severn 

Trent Water are significantly less likely to be satisfied.  

3.4 Organisations in the manufacturing, construction, wholesale, retail, transport & storage, information & 

communication and health sectors; those who use more than 5,000,000 litres of water a year; and those 

who would not consider switching either their water or waste water retail services supplier are 

significantly more likely to be satisfied with the customer service they currently receive. 

3.5 Conversely, organisations in the accommodation & food services, professional, scientific & technical and 

public administration & defence sectors; and those who would consider switching their water retail 

services supplier are significantly less likely to be satisfied with the customer service they currently 

receive. 
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Figure 2: How satisfied or dissatisfied are you with the customer service you receive from your current water retail services 
and waste water retail services supplier? (Grouped Responses) 
Base: All Respondents (number of respondents shown in brackets) 
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Overall Satisfaction 

3.6 Organisations were also asked how satisfied or dissatisfied they are overall with the retail services they 

receive from their current supplier(s), taking everything into account. For those who receive their water 

and waste water retail services from the same supplier, around three quarters (76%) are satisfied with 

the overall service they receive, with only 5% saying they are dissatisfied.  

3.7 Compared to those who receive their water and waste water retail services from the same supplier, 

levels of overall satisfaction are slightly lower for those who receive their water and waste water retail 

services from separate suppliers (70% for water retail services and 71% for waste water retail services). 

Figure 3: Overall, taking everything into account, how satisfied or dissatisfied are you with your current ...? 
Base: All Respondents (number of respondents shown in brackets)  

 

3.8 While satisfaction with overall service is generally high, Figure 4 overleaf shows how levels of 

satisfaction with water and waste water retail service suppliers vary by sub-group: organisations who 

receive their water and waste water retail services from Anglian Water, Northumbrian Water, Wessex 

Water and Yorkshire Water are significantly more likely to be satisfied with their overall service, while 

those who receive retail services from Severn Trent Water are significantly less likely to be satisfied.  

3.9 Organisations in the construction, motor trades, wholesale, retail, transport & storage, public 

administration & defence and health sectors; those who use more than 5,000,000 litres of water a year; 

and those who would not consider switching either their water or waste water retail services supplier 

are significantly more likely to be satisfied with the overall service they currently receive. 

3.10 Conversely, organisations in the accommodation & food services, professional, scientific & technical and 

business administration & support services sectors are significantly less likely to be satisfied with the 

customer service they currently receive. 
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Figure 4: Overall, taking everything into account, how satisfied or dissatisfied are you with your current water retail services 
and waste water retail services supplier? (Grouped Responses) 
Base: All Respondents (number of respondents shown in brackets) 
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3.11 The most frequent reason given by organisations for being dissatisfied with their current water and 

waste water retail services supplier was the price (60%); that is, it is too expensive or they feel they are 

being overcharged. Other reasons given include: poor customer service (31%); issues with billing (24%); 

and poor communication (19%). Please see Figure 5 below.  

Figure 5: Why do you say you are dissatisfied with your current water retail services and waste water retail services 
supplier? 
Base: All Respondents (50)  

 

Awareness of changes 

3.12 Three in ten organisations (30%) were aware, prior to taking part in the survey, that from April 2017 

organisation, charity and public sector organisations will be able to change who supplies their water 

retail services or potentially be able to move to a better deal with their existing supplier. A further 2% 

said that they had at least heard something about the changes when prompted with more information. 

However, around two thirds (68%) were not previously aware of the planned changes. 

Figure 6: From April 2017, organisation, charity and public sector organisations will be able to change who supplies their 
water retail services and waste water retail services (as you would be able to with gas or electricity), or potentially be able 
to move to a better deal with their existing supplier. Prior to this survey were you aware of this? 
Base: All Respondents (1,000) 

 

3.13 Figure 7 overleaf shows how levels of awareness vary by sub-group: organisations who receive their 

water and waste water retail services from Northumbrian Water; and those in manufacturing, transport 

& storage, business administration & support services, education; and arts, entertainment, recreation & 

other services are significantly more likely to be aware of the changes.  

3.14 In particular it should be noted that small, medium and large organisations are significantly more likely 

to be aware of the changes: for example, 79% of large organisations were aware, compared to 30% 

overall. This is particularly emphasised because micro-organisations make up the majority of all 
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organisations in the population, and they are generally less aware of the upcoming changes than larger 

organisations. 

3.15 Organisations in the construction, retail, financial & insurance and public administration & defence 

sectors are also significantly less likely to be aware of upcoming changes to the water retail market. 

Figure 7: From April 2017, organisation, charity and public sector organisations will be able to change who supplies their 
water retail services and waste water retail services (as you would be able to with gas or electricity), or potentially be able 
to move to a better deal with their existing supplier. Prior to this survey were you aware of this? 
Base: All Respondents (number of respondents shown in brackets) 
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3.16 The majority of those who were previously aware of upcoming changes to the water retail market found 

out or heard about the changes either through their water company, for example via a bill, leaflet or 

letter (43%) or through the media (35%). Around 1 in 10 (11%) heard via word of mouth and 6% via a 

website or social media. Websites most frequently mentioned were BBC News and other news 

websites. 

Figure 8: How did you find out about or hear about these changes? 
Base: All Respondents who were previously aware of the changes (484)  

 

3.17 Awareness of the eligibility criteria is also low; less than a quarter (23%) of organisations that were 

previously aware of the upcoming changes were aware that, in order to change their water and waste 

water retail services supplier, organisations must meet certain eligibility criteria based around how their 

premises are used. 

3.18 Organisations who receive their water and waste water retail services from South West Water and 

United Utilities and organisations in the public administration & defence and health sectors are 

significantly less likely than average to be aware of the eligibility criteria. 

Figure 9: Are you aware that in order to change their water and waste water retail services supplier, organisations must 
meet certain eligibility criteria, based around how their premises are used? 
Base: All Respondents who were previously aware of the changes (482) 
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3.19 Furthermore, when asked if they knew whether or not their organisation is eligible to switch water and 

waste water retail service suppliers, around two-fifths (41%) said they did, while almost three-fifths 

(59%) said they did not (see Figure 10 below). 

3.20 Organisations that receive their water and waste water retail services from United Utilities and 

Yorkshire Water; those who use more than 5,000,000 litres of water a year; and organisations in the 

accommodation & food services, public administration & defence and health sectors are significantly 

less likely than average to know whether their organisation is eligible to switch. 

Figure 10: Do you know whether your organisation is eligible to switch water and waste water retail services suppliers? 
Base: All Respondents who were previously aware of the changes (475) 

 

3.21 In terms of the benefits of upcoming changes to the market, around a third (34%) of organisations were 

aware that customers will be protected in terms of billing, contracts and consistency of supply. 

3.22 Organisations that receive their water and waste water retail services from Anglian Water, Southern 

Water and United Utilities and organisations in the transport & storage, accommodation & food 

services, public administration & defence, professional, scientific & technical and health sectors are 

significantly less likely than average to be aware that customers will be protected in the new market. 

Figure 11: Are you aware that customers will be protected, regarding billing, contracts and consistency of supply in the new 
market? 
Base: All Respondents who were previously aware of the changes (481) 
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Propensity to switch 

3.23 Of all participating organisations, just over half (52%) would consider switching their water retail 

services supplier when the market opens, while around a further quarter (26%) are unsure whether 

they would or not. Around a fifth (21%) would not consider switching (see Figure 12 below). 

Figure 12: Taking into account all we've discussed, would you consider switching who supplies your water retail services 
when the market opens? 
Base: All Respondents (999)  

 

3.24 Figure 13 overleaf shows how levels of propensity to switch vary by sub-group: organisations who 

receive their water and waste water retail services from Northumbrian Water, South West Water and 

United Utilities; those in the manufacturing, motor trades, transport & storage, accommodation & food 

services, financial & insurance, property and education sectors; medium and large organisations; and 

those who use between 500,000 and 499,999,999 litres of water per year are significantly more likely to 

say they would consider switching who supplies their water retail services when the market opens. 

3.25 Conversely, organisations who receive their water and waste water retail services from Severn Trent 

Water and Wessex Water; those in the construction, professional, scientific & technical and health 

sectors; and those who use more than 5,000,000 litres of water per year are significantly less likely to 

say that they would consider switching who supplies their water retail services when the market opens. 

3.26 It is also worth noting that those who would consider switching their waste water retail services supplier 

are significantly more likely to consider switching their water retail services supplier. This suggests that 

if they were to switch at all, they would likely switch both. 
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Figure 13: Taking into account all we've discussed, would you consider switching who supplies your water retail services 
when the market opens? 
Base: All Respondents (number of respondents shown in brackets) 
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3.27 Propensity to switch waste water retail services suppliers is consistent with propensity to switch water 

retail services suppliers. Of all organisations, again just over half (53%) would consider switching who 

supplies their waste water retail services when the market opens, while around a further quarter (24%) 

are unsure whether they would or not. Around a fifth (22%) would not consider switching (See Figure 12 

below). 

Figure 14: Taking into account all we've discussed, would you consider switching who supplies your waste water retail 
services when the market opens? 
Base: All Respondents (977)  

 

3.28 Figure 15 overleaf shows how levels of propensity to switch vary by sub-group: organisations who 

receive their water and waste water retail services from South West Water; those in the motor trades, 

transport & storage, accommodation & food services, financial & insurance, property and education 

sectors; medium and large organisations; and those who use between 500,000 and 4,999,999 litres of 

water per year are significantly more likely to say that they would consider switching who supplies their 

waste water retail services when the market opens. 

3.29 Conversely, organisations who receive their water and waste water retail services from Wessex Water; 

those in the construction, professional, scientific & technical and health sectors and those who use 

more than 5,000,000 litres of water per year are significantly less likely to say that they would consider 

switching who supplies their waste water retail services when the market opens. 

3.30 It is clear that across both water and waste water retail services, it is the same sub-groups who are 

significantly more likely to switch their supplier, further suggesting that, for most, the two services are 

considered together rather than separately. The exception to this are those who receive their current 

services from Northumbrian Water and United Utilities, who are significantly more likely to consider 

switching their water retail services supplier, but not their waste water retail services supplier. 
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Figure 15: Taking into account all we've discussed, would you consider switching who supplies your waste water retail 
services when the market opens? 
Base: All Respondents (number of respondents shown in brackets) 

 

 

3.31 Of those who would consider switching either their water or waste water retail services supplier, 

around two fifths (39%) said they would start looking into doing so immediately or as soon as possible, 

while a further 47% would do so within the first few months following April 2017. 
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Figure 16: When do you think you will start looking into switching suppliers? 
Base: All Respondents who would consider switching suppliers (611)  

 

3.32 Organisations who said they would not or were unsure whether they would consider switching their 

water retail services supplier were asked for their reasons why. The most frequent responses given 

were that: the service is good or they are happy with their current supplier (28%); and that switching is 

too much effort or there is no point in doing so (28%). Respondents also frequently mentioned that: 

switching would depend on price and how much cheaper it would be (7%); they are unsure of 

alternative suppliers (7%); and that it is not their decision to make (7%). 

Figure 17: Why do you think you will not/are you not sure if you will switch water retail services supplier when the market 
opens? 
Base: All Respondents who would not/are unsure of switching (341)  

 

3.33 Organisations that stated they would not or were unsure whether they would consider switching their 

waste water retail services supplier were also asked for their reasons why. The most frequent responses 
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given were that: the service is good or they are happy with their current supplier (34%); and that 

switching is too much effort or there is no point in doing so (26%). Respondents also frequently 

mentioned that it is ‘better the devil you know’ (8%) and that it is not their decision to make (7%). 

Figure 18: Why do you think you will not/are you not sure if you will switch waste water retail services supplier when the 
market opens? 
Base: All Respondents who would not/are unsure of switching (335)  

 

3.34 All organisations were also asked if there is anything that is influencing or would influence their decision 

on whether or not to switch their water and waste water retail services supplier. The following two 

charts (Figure 19 and Figure 20) show the most frequent responses. For both water and waste water the 

most frequent response was ‘saving money in general’ (60% water; 54% waste water), while over two-

fifths (23% water; 22% waste water) also said that the actual amount of money they would save or 

better value for money would influence their decision. Better customer service was also mentioned by 

around 1 in 10 (10% water; 11% waste water) organisations. 

3.35 However, between a fifth and a quarter (22% water; 24% waste water) of organisations stated that 

there was nothing that would influence their decision to switch suppliers or not. 
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Figure 19: Is there anything that is influencing or would influence your decision on whether or not to switch water retail 
services supplier? 
Base: All Respondents (986)  
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Figure 20: Is there anything that is influencing or would influence your decision on whether or not to switch waste water 
retail services supplier? 
Base: All Respondents (967)  

 

3.36 In terms of the services provided by their water/waste water retail services supplier (Figure 21 overleaf), 

around two-thirds of all organisations currently have access to metering services and/or smart metering 

(67%); over three-fifths have consolidated billing (63%); and over half are served by an UK-based call 

centre (56%) and are provided with bill analysis (55%). However, less than half have the option of online 

billing (43%) and only around a quarter have water efficiency measures in place to help reduce leakages 

(24%). A small proportion (3%) has access to none of the above services. 
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Figure 21: Which of the following services are provided by your current water/waste water retail services supplier? 
Base: All Respondents (962)  

 

3.37 The services most likely to attract organisations to switch to a new supplier, if offered, are an UK-based 

call centre (70%) and metering services and/or smart metering (67%).  

Figure 22: Which of the following services, if offered by a different water company, would attract you to switch suppliers? 
Base: All Respondents (975)  

 

3.38 Finally, it is clear that in order to make a decision on whether to switch suppliers or not, organisations 

would like more information. Over half (54%) desire more information on pricing, tariffs and billing, 

while 13% would like a list of available suppliers to improve their awareness of the alternatives. One in 

ten (10%) said they would simply like more information in general or that they would need to do some 

independent research before making a decision (see Figure 23 overleaf). 
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Figure 23: What other information, if any, do you feel would be helpful, prior to the market opening, to make an informed 
decision about switching suppliers? 
Base: All Respondents (503)  
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4. Depth Telephone Interviews 
with Businesses 

Main issues and themes from depth interviews 

Introduction 

4.1 A total of 80 depth telephone interviews with eligible businesses across England were undertaken 

between October and December 2016. After being offered the opportunity to take part during the initial 

telephone surveys conducted by ORS, interested respondents were subsequently re-contacted and an 

interview was arranged at a time convenient for them. Each interview was recorded with the permission 

of the participant(s) and full notes were taken and analysed for reporting. Participants were assured 

that any information provided would be treated confidentially and anonymously - and were offered a 

web address with additional information about the forthcoming changes to the water market. Profile 

tables for all participants can be seen in Table 1 below.  

Table 1: Sample profile of achieved interviews (Note: percentages may not sum due to rounding) 

Water Area %  Sector % 

Anglian Water 11%  Administration 16% 

Northumbrian Water 11%  Agriculture 1% 

Severn Trent Water 11%  Construction 4% 

South West Water 16%  Education 17% 

Southern Water 11%  Food & Beverage 5% 

Thames Water 12%  Health 8% 

United Utilities 7%  IT 5% 

Wessex Water 8%  Manufacturing 11% 

Yorkshire Water 16%  Public Body 3% 

Size of Organisation %  Retail 16% 

Micro (0 – 9 employees) 46%  Sports & Leisure 5% 

Small (10 – 49 employees) 20%  Tourism 1% 

Medium (50 – 249 employees) 13%  Transport 3% 

Large (250+ employees) 21%  Voluntary 5% 

4.2 Participants were asked: what they knew about the changes; whether they thought they are necessary; 

and what they are likely to do when they come into effect. The interviews also explored the potential 

benefits of and barriers to switching water and/or waste water supplier. This report has been structured 

to address each area of discussion in some detail, and the views of interviewees have been merged to 

give an overall report of findings. Verbatim quotes have been used for illustrative purposes only, and 

significant differences in views have been drawn out where appropriate.  
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Main themes raised in the in-depth interviews 

Awareness of the changes 

4.3 Almost all participants understood the general premise of the changes, and were aware that they 

would, in future, be able to choose who supplies their water and waste water retail services. Many 

made reference to the similarity between these changes and the opening up of the electricity and gas 

markets: 

We're going to have the option to chop and change just like electric and gas. (Administration, 

Small, Southern Water) 

You can go to a new supplier can't you? I didn't know the dates. (Retail, Micro, Southern Water) 

I understand that once that market is deregulated then pretty much anybody operating legally can 

supply you with water. I would imagine at least that water rates and water charges will change; 

hopefully we will be able to negotiate more competitive rates. (Education, Large, United Utilities) 

4.4 A few participants were unaware of or could not recall much, if anything, about the changes. These 

respondents were typically from micro, small or medium-sized businesses; all participants representing 

large businesses were aware of the changes: 

No, don't know about any changes (Sports & Leisure, Small, Thames Water) 

Don't really know anything about them actually. Not domestically or commercially. I don't know if 

it's come in and I'm unaware of it, or if it's happening in the future. (IT, Medium, Thames Water) 

4.5 Interestingly, a majority of participants said they were first informed of the changes during the initial 

quantitative survey undertaken by ORS: 

I only know what I was told last phone call... (Voluntary, Micro, Anglian Water) 

It was only what the gentleman said to me on the phone the first time round. I haven't had 

anything about any changes or anything like that; nothing through the post. (Retail, Micro, 

Southwest Water)  

I didn’t know anything at all until the previous phone call... (Manufacturing, Micro, United Utilities) 

4.6 Other businesses have been informed of the changes by water companies or by third-party brokers, 

who appear to have been active in contacting some organisations and informing them of the 

opportunity to switch their water and waste suppliers: 

I had one letter I believe, potentially from Anglian Water; one A4 page. (Education, Medium, 

Anglian Water) 

I’ve received something from Northumbrian Water…explaining that a change is coming and we will 

have a choice in future. (IT, Micro, Northumbrian Water) 

I’ve received something from some company that's obviously planning on moving into the market. 

(Education, Medium, Wessex Water) 

I've had a load of information from our current water supplier. They've been pretty good providing 

me with some information, and also the broker we deal with at the moment. (Education, Large, 

Northumbrian Water) 
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We use a broker for our other utilities; they've been pushing it. Nothing from the water companies. 

(Health, Medium, South West Water) 

4.7 A few businesses had been made aware of the changes via news stories or information provided by 

OFWAT: 

Really just from the television; I think it must have been on the news. (Sports & Leisure, Small, 

Northumbrian Water) 

I've seen things on the media, mainly in the news. Just the fact that it was happening; that the 

Government were opening up the water market. (Retail, Micro, Anglian Water) 

I’ve seen stuff in the news obviously, but no direct mails or anything. (Education, Large, Yorkshire 

Water) 

4.8 Finally, some organisations with particularly high water usage have been visited in person by staff from 

competing water companies - and another is a member of the Major Energy Users’ Council which 

informed them of the changes: 

We had a visit from Bournemouth Water the beginning of this year to explain what was happening. 

He went through the facts and figures and gave us some presentations on our water usage and just 

re-emphasised the service that we receive from them and that they’ve reduced their price. We have 

a representative from a Scottish company; they came and saw us two weeks ago, after our business 

I presume. (Agriculture, Large, Wessex Water) 

Major Energy Users’ Council; we're members…big users. (Manufacturing, Large, United Utilities) 

Necessity of Change 

4.9 Participants were asked about the extent to which the ability to choose water and waste water supplier 

is necessary for businesses like theirs. Most suggested that a single competitive market - as opposed to 

regional monopolies - would reduce costs and improve standards and therefore be of benefit to 

businesses. Some typical comments were: 

I think we should be able to choose... The cost of water down here is astronomical. (Retail, Micro, 

South West Water) 

At the minute there's no competition, so up to a point they can charge what they want. (Food & 

Beverage, Micro, Yorkshire Water)  

Competition in all forms is useful, and [gives] the option for improvement of services and reduction 

of costs. (IT, Small, Severn Trent) 

I think it is necessary. Currently there's no competition to ensure that you get good service. There's 

no reason [my] supplier needs to compete for [my] business. (Administration, Large, Northumbrian 

Water) 

I would hope that [the service gets better] because if a supplier promises you this and that and they 

don't deliver you'll switch… (Public Body, Large, Severn Trent Water) 

4.10 It was also recognised that businesses with premises in multiple water company areas could be billed by 

one supplier after the changes come into effect, thus reducing internal administrative costs and water 

bills: 
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I suppose if you have shops up and down the country and you don't want invoices off ten different 

water companies, I can see much greater benefits in terms of internal administrative costs. 

(Manufacturing, Large, United Utilities) 

For someone like Tesco [with premises in] over 20 water areas, they can just have one water 

company billing them. (Education, Large, Northumbrian) 

4.11 Some participants were satisfied with the status quo and did not see a case for change. Those from 

smaller businesses - with smaller water bills - appeared more likely to be of this view: 

I don't think it is necessary really. We use very little water, and for us to change it's not going to 

make a lot of difference. (Retail, Micro, Southern Water) 

For customers like myself I don't think it's needed at all. I've always been very happy with the 

service when we've needed to call. (Education, Micro, Yorkshire Water) 

I wouldn’t agree, no. Competition will just confuse the market. If it ain’t broke don’t fix it. We may 

save money but in general I think it’ll confuse people until it settles down like the electricity market. 

(Transport, Large, Northumbrian Water) 

4.12 The introduction of a water retailer between the water supplier and end consumer was also considered 

by some to be an unnecessary and illogical step. It was thus suggested that rather than introducing 

competition, the status quo should remain and water prices ‘watchdogged’ to ensure that customers 

get good service and value for money. The logic behind this was that equity, rather than market forces, 

would then govern water prices: 

At the moment we're being invoiced by the firm that actually supplies the water. The introduction 

of a middle man is entirely unnecessary. (Voluntary, Micro, Southern Water) 

I just get the feeling…it's going to be the same water pipes and the same water. I can't see how it's 

going to make any significant difference. I can't see that Wessex Water are going to sell it 

wholesale to anybody else for a price that is competitive; if they could they would've done it before 

so they didn't lose out. (Manufacturing, Large, Wessex Water) 

Obviously you've got competition involved, but I don't always see that as particularly healthy, it's 

still the same water that comes down the same pipe. I'm not sure how that works, but to me it 

seems unnecessary. I'd be happy for it to remain as it is. I feel there should be a watchdog that 

makes sure that our prices are at an acceptable level and that we're not charged more than we 

should be. If it was watchdogged correctly, we shouldn't worry that there's a monopoly. (Health, 

Micro, Yorkshire Water) 

I feel it should be governed with a degree of justice rather than by market forces. (Health, Micro, 

Yorkshire Water) 

4.13 Furthermore, a small number of participants disagreed with the forthcoming changes on political or 

moral grounds, questioning whether water should be privatised since it is ‘too essential’ and thus 

arguing for nationalisation: 

In a privatised system, yes, but I would question whether water should be privatised because it's 

one of those things that is...too essential. (IT, Micro, Yorkshire Water) 

I think [the changes] are absolutely not required. I think there should be one provider; I think the 

government should provide water and that's that. I think it’s immoral. If you were giving money to 
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a charity, would you want them spending time negotiating utilities, or would you want them 

providing a service? (Voluntary, Medium, Thames Water) 

I would much rather that [water] was brought back into national ownership. It’s a national 

essential. (Administration, Micro, South West Water) 

4.14 When asked whether they saw choosing their water retailer in the same light as switching other utility 

providers or their bank account, almost all participants said they did: 

Yeah, definitely. What you'd do is, you get towards the end of your contract and shop around. We 

look at it like any other utility; if you've got an opportunity to save money you've got to take it 

(Retail, Micro, Anglian Water) 

Absolutely. When the contract is over I check and see if there is anything better. I would do the 

same with water. (Food & Beverage, Micro, Thames Water) 

4.15 One participant from a large organisation said that choosing a water supplier is not comparable to other 

utilities though because as the savings to be made are much smaller, it is not worth going through the 

same lengthy process: 

I've just been through a tender process for about £10 million over five years for energy and it took 

us nine months of work to go through the full process. To do that for a water spend of about 

£150,000 a year is not worth it. (Education, Large, Northumbrian Water) 

Intentions of businesses/organisations 

4.16 Many participants said they were likely to shop around in an attempt to save money on their water and 

waste water supplies from April 2017. Typically, businesses with larger water bills are more likely to do 

so sooner rather than later, while smaller businesses are more likely to do so when they find the time: 

I’ll look round and see what the cheapest offer is. If it's cheaper than the one I've got then I'll switch. 

(Administration, Small, Southern Water) 

I will look at what the options are, but unless there is a significant [saving] I will leave it… 

(Administration, Micro, Yorkshire Water) 

Immediately go to the market and look at what price options we have. My remit is to save £250,000 

in twelve months, so I'm very keen to find savings. (Education, Large, Severn Trent Water) 

We'd look tentatively at options. I don't expect we'll jump quickly but we'll look around and if 

someone comes forward with a better deal then we'll certainly consider that to see if we would 

want to move or not. (Education, Large, Wessex Water)  

I think as of April we won't do anything. We've took the decision to assess the market and give it a 

few months to settle down and see what's on offer. I think we're looking at September-ish time to 

explore. (Health, Large, Northumbrian Water) 

4.17 Publically-funded organisations are likely to have to go through a tender process if they wish to switch 

supplier in future; Indeed, one said they would be ‘forced’ to do so due to the size of their bill: 

I should imagine what happens is pretty much what happens with most of our contracts; a tender 

process… (Education, Large, United Utilities)  
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We will definitely be using a framework that's going to be set up by Crown Commercial Services, 

and we will be going out to the suppliers that end up on that framework; whether it's a national one 

like in Scotland or a regional one. (Public Body, Large, Severn Trent Water) 

I don’t want to go and find a new supplier but because the water bill is over the amount; I’m forced 

to tender it. (Health, Large, South West Water) 

4.18 Several, though, said they would employ utilities brokers to source a better deal on their behalf. One 

respondent said this was because they do not have the ‘time or the interest or the knowledge’ to shop 

around themselves, whereas others would prefer to use a broker to avoid giving their contact details 

away on comparison sites and receiving cold calls: 

We'll give it to our consultant to sort out. He sorts out all our electricity and gas at the moment... 

(Public Body, Micro, Severn Trent Water) 

We will undoubtedly end up using someone like Utility Aid to do this for us because we don't have 

the time or the interest or the knowledge to be negotiating water deals. It just gets in the way of us 

doing our work and that's why I'm so furious about this (Voluntary, Medium, Thames Water) 

It’s the continued phone calls you get all the time; as soon as you go online and put your email 

address and telephone number in, they all come. I haven’t got time to be doing that. (Micro, 

Education, United Utilities) 

4.19 One participant will investigate whether one of their existing utility providers plans to provide water in 

future: if they do, they anticipate getting a discount due to high service usage: 

We have a supplier here who does our electricity and internet connections called Utility Warehouse; 

we'll be investigating if they can do water as well. The more we use them the more discount we get. 

(Public Body, Micro, Severn Trent Water) 

4.20 Some participants said they are uninterested in seeking a better deal or are unlikely to switch, most 

typically those from smaller businesses who felt that there are only negligible savings to be made by 

doing so. Others are satisfied with their current level of service or are concerned about the 

impracticalities and uncertainties involved in switching water suppliers: 

I wouldn't look into it; I'd just leave it definitely. It’s not viable for us, we use hardly any water. (IT, 

Small, Severn Trent Water) 

I only spend £120 a year on water and sewage, it's not really enough to worry about. 10% would be 

£12, is it worth spending a great amount of time? (IT, Micro, Yorkshire Water) 

I think we'll probably stay with Bournemouth Water. We have our own business manager there, 

they're always available; if they're not available they'll ring back within a very short space of time. 

We have a good relationship with them. The only thing that would've made us change was a 

dramatic reduction in price, and we've only seen one other company and they certainly weren't 

offering a dramatic reduction. It was 1%. (Agriculture, Large, Wessex Water) 

If it’s drastically reduced then obviously we’ll do it. Northumbrian Water have looked after us in the 

past; you ring them up, you get a local person, you can talk to them, you can get sense out of them 

and ask questions and they’ll resolve the issue. I wouldn’t want to go to somebody else, and it’s 

introducing someone else in there. Northumbrian Water will know where all the meters are, and the 
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actual network, and the calculations for all the surface water drainage. How will the new company 

know that? (Transport, Large, Northumbrian Water) 

4.21 When asked, most participants said that they would prefer to re-negotiate with their existing water and 

waste water suppliers in an attempt to reduce costs while maintaining a familiar and satisfactory level 

of service: 

Renegotiating would be preferable; I don't know if that would be an option. I've no complaints with 

any service from Yorkshire Water; on the rare occasion I've been in contact with them they've dealt 

with [the problem] promptly and efficiently. (Food & Beverage, Micro, Yorkshire Water) 

I'd certainly shop around and go back to my existing supplier to negotiate a better deal because 

we've been with them since forever. They're absolutely fine. (Manufacturing, Micro, South West 

Water) 

I'd probably renegotiate with my current supplier, there's no point switching if you can get the same 

price and you're happy with the service; I wouldn't want to jump for the sake of it. (Education, 

Large, Wessex Water) 

4.22 Two participants explicitly stated that they would not seek to re-negotiate a deal with their current 

water and waste water suppliers  though - one through principle and another because the need to 

undertake a tendering process prevents them from doing so: 

I wouldn't do that. That's not the way that I work. I'd do it personally, but not in this capacity. 

(Education, Large, Northumbrian Water) 

I'm not sure that would be the case. Under normal circumstances what we would do [is] an open 

and transparent tender process. (Education, Large, United Utilities) 

4.23 Furthermore, one participant from an organisation supplied by several water companies suggested that 

they would prefer to re-negotiate a multi-site deal with just one of these to streamline internal 

administration: 

Our current suppliers do tend to be the local supplier. It's all a very diffused market; we don't know 

yet, but what we might do is go to one of those and say well we wouldn't mind you bidding for all 

[our water]. We've found centralised billing helps the paperwork, and we don't want to print any 

more unnecessary paper. (Education, Large, Severn Trent Water) 

Reasons to switch 

4.24 Participants who said they are unlikely to switch water or waste water suppliers were asked what might 

persuade them to do so. Most said that a substantial saving - or an increase in their current supplier’s 

cost - would be a factor: 

If it was drastically cheaper, not more than just say a couple of pounds, then yeah I would do it. 

(Construction, Micro, Anglian Water) 

I've got no reason to want to change unless just before the change happens they said 'thank you for 

your custom, we're going to triple the cost of your water.' At that point I'd look at other suppliers. 

(IT, Micro, Northumbrian Water) 

4.25 Others said that if their current supplier offered a poor service, or if that offered by a competitor 

appeared to be much better, they would consider looking to switch: 
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If we needed repairs and we had bad service I would think about switching. (Retail, Micro, Anglian 

Water) 

I suppose if someone was coming forward and offering a better service…perhaps improved water 

quality or better measuring of what we're doing. Perhaps they could offer an hourly usage chart or 

something; that would be helpful. (Education, Large, Wessex Water) 

I've been pushing Northumbrian Water for service improvements like electronic billing. If they can't 

do that then there's a potential reason for me to move somewhere else. Rather than a cost saving 

there might be service improvement. (Education, Large, Northumbrian Water) 

4.26 One respondent from a larger organisation said that advice on water saving measures might attract 

them to a new water or waste water retailer: 

I would prefer to see measures in place where any money we spend, they come and show us how to 

save water; it's a precious commodity. Saving water would probably save us more than saving 

money on the water bill itself. (Education, Large, Yorkshire Water) 

4.27 Others repeated that they have no interest in switching water suppliers because they are satisfied with 

the current price and/or level of service offered by their current supplier: 

They've been very good. They've come in and showed us new shower heads we can use to save 

water, new taps, they've been pro-active and come to us and said ‘try this’. That's the sort of thing 

that makes us want to stay with them. (Agriculture, Large, Wessex Water) 

If I have a service and I'm happy and it's reasonably priced, I'll leave it. (Administration, Micro, 

Yorkshire Water) 

Benefits of switching 

4.28 Participants were asked for their views on the possible advantages of switching water and waste water 

retail suppliers. Almost all said that a potential cost saving would be the main benefit, though most of 

those who exclusively mentioned cost were micro or small businesses; larger ones tended to suggest 

additional benefits too:  

It's the cost. We haven't experienced any problems with our water supply. (Voluntary, Micro, 

Anglian Water) 

The main benefit would probably be saving money. Water to me is just water. Everyone’s about 

saving a bit of money aren't they, and if they can they will… (Retail, Micro, Southern Water) 

If there weren't significant benefits to be had in terms of cost it would be fairly unlikely I'd be 

prepared to switch to be honest... (Education, Large, Northumbrian Water) 

4.29 It should be noted though that a number of interviewees stressed that they would not trade their 

existing good customer service for a reduction in price, while several others said that in choosing a 

future supplier, service quality would be at least as important as lower cost: 

The service would have to be at least as good as it already is. If you move for the price but don't 

have the service obviously that's no good at all. (Retail, Micro, Anglian Water) 

Better customer service, better statements, better explanations. We never see them, we don't know 

what's going on, the bill arrives and that's it. Just to have a little bit more control, to know what's 

going on. (Food & Beverage, Micro, Thames Water) 
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If I have a problem that's not down to me, how quickly do they come out and how good a service do 

they provide? If they're not good at dealing with these issues then I will switch. (Administration, 

Small, Southern Water) 

One of the water companies, even though they're not the cheapest, they're the one we'd go with 

because of the service. (Administration, Large, Northumbrian Water) 

4.30 Indeed, a few worried that, in order to beat their competitors on price, some water retailers would ‘cut 

corners’ and reduce their customer service levels: 

You can’t maintain a good service if your income is diminishing. If competition is driving down what 

you can charge the consumer then there have to be savings made, and that generally comes at the 

level of service. (Micro, Administration, South West Water) 

If Yorkshire Water are still doing the water and taking it away, why am I paying someone else for 

the billing and it’s cheaper? They must be cutting corners with something. (Micro, Administration, 

Yorkshire Water) 

4.31 Many participants said access to online services to pay their bills or monitor their water usage and/or 

identify leaks would be of benefit. Others referenced the advantages of smart meters, stating that they 

would also enable their business to monitor fluctuations in water usage and demand over time and 

identify leaks: 

Online [billing] would be the easiest; I'm almost 10 to 12 hours a day on the computer, so they can 

send an email and I can download it whenever I feel like it… (Administration, Micro, Thames Water) 

Easier access to meter readings; maybe an online sort of thing where we can pay and see what the 

metering is. (Education, Medium, Wessex Water) 

Remote access to a water meter. We monitor what we call background leakage, so when the site's 

shut and nobody's using water, why've we got a trickle going through the meter? It could be a leak 

or a burst somewhere. So that's very important, and the graphics that go with that. (Education, 

Large, Severn Trent Water) 

[A smart meter] would probably appeal to the directors; we can keep an eye on what we're using. 

(Health, Medium, Anglian Water) 

4.32 Advice on reducing water consumption or recycling waste and/or rain water to reduce costs, protect the 

environment and, in some cases, gain environmental accreditations would be welcomed by many: 

Advice on how to save water, I would expect that as a given. (Education, Large, Wessex Water) 

I'd be looking for incentives for people who'd be willing to put in grey water recycling schemes and 

things like that; that will always interest me. (Voluntary, Small, Yorkshire Water) 

Our school uses rainwater to flush the toilets and if there was ways that they could help you save 

water by introducing new systems then all the better. (Education, Large, Yorkshire Water) 

We want the Carbon Trust Standard for Water. We need to measure, maintain and reduce. 

(Education, Large, Severn Trent Water) 

4.33 Participants frequently stated that centralised billing (consolidating multiple bills into one) or acquiring 

multi-site deals for their water services would be of great benefit to them in reducing internal 
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administration time and costs and potentially obtaining discounts from suppliers looking to compete for 

larger contracts: 

I guess if there was a possibility of making my different water accounts into just one bill…I'm in the 

process of doing my accounts at the moment; if I could get everything into one bill that would help. 

(IT, Micro, Yorkshire Water) 

I'd like to think that we'll put it all with the single supplier for a better deal and easier invoicing. Our 

sites are spread out across northern England; we have to use whichever supplier is local to us. That 

was my first thought; just a single supplier for all 40 sites… (Administration, Large, Northumbrian 

Water) 

If there is a UK-wide operator, which of course there will be, then maybe I could strike a multi-site 

deal. I employ people who deal with the admin side of the business and having a streamlined supply 

chain for the services that I use is all part of business efficiency. (Administration, Small, Southern 

Water) 

4.34 Mixed views were given by participants on the length of contract they would prefer to sign with a water 

company. Some suggested that a shorter, year-long contract would allow greater freedom and flexibility 

to shop around in a potentially uncertain market, whereas others argued for longer-term contracts on 

the grounds of ‘less hassle’ and a greater potential for money-saving in the long-term. Some typical 

comments outlining both viewpoints are:  

[I’d prefer] short-term really because you've got a chance of being able to look around and if you're 

not happy you can move on. Once you've signed a contract you're more or less stuck there. (Retail, 

Micro, Yorkshire Water) 

Given that the market [will be] new, unsettled, unpredictable, I shouldn't imagine we'll tie ourselves 

into anything too long-term. (Education, Large, United Utilities) 

The market could get much more competitive and you'd be locked in to something not so 

competitive... (Education, Large, Severn Trent Water) 

I'd be happy with a longer contract; I'd expect it to be cheaper than a one year or 15 month 

contract. (Education, Micro, Yorkshire Water) 

A bit longer. The longer you have; the better deals you have. And because we're a fast moving 

business, 12 months will soon go by. Something like two years we'd be looking at. (Public Body, 

Micro, Severn Trent) 

4.35 Furthermore, one interviewee argued that utilities should be non-contractual to allow customers to ‘say 

goodbye quite quickly’ if anything were to go wrong or was unsatisfactory: 

I think a contract is completely unnecessary. When I'm employed with somebody I'd be very unlucky 

to have a 3 month hand-in notice; I should have a month, and why not do that with water? That’d 

be quite useful so you can say goodbye quite quickly. A contract can be quite negative. (Health, 

Micro, Yorkshire Water) 

4.36 Finally, it was said that the changes could result in the better regulation of water suppliers - and that 

OFWAT should have a greater role in ensuring that the new, larger market is ‘fairer and more 

trustworthy’: 
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[It will be beneficial], particularly for organisations [who are not] incredibly efficient. I'm not sure 

how closely they are monitored or held to account for things that they do wrong. (IT, Medium, 

Thames Water) 

It's like the telecom industry; they're now governed by people like OFWAT so the markets are fairer 

and more trustworthy than they used to be. You've got someone to go to if you need help; you can 

take problems to the people who control that market. (Sports & Leisure, Small, Severn Trent Water) 

Barriers to switching 

4.37 Participants were asked if there are any barriers to switching their water or waste water supplier. Some 

said there are none providing proper savings are possible: 

Well no, as long as they've got a better deal; like with your gas and electric, if it's a better deal you 

just go don't you? (Retail, Micro, South West Water) 

I can't think of anything. It's going to be a free market, which will arm us with the capability to do 

what we will in terms of the procurement of water and waste water supply. (Education, Large, 

United Utilities) 

4.38 Most, though, could envisage barriers, with some again stating that they are satisfied with their current 

supplier and see no reason to consider switching: 

If the option was there, I would have a look. But I don't think I would [switch] because I've not really 

got many problems with Yorkshire Water. (IT, Micro, Yorkshire Water) 

We've got no issues with the current supplier. If our current supplier was competitive then there 

would be no need to switch. (Retail, Micro, Anglian Water) 

I'm happy with the service we get from Wessex Water and we get a meter and 15 minute meter 

readings and all that stuff. Would I want to change? (Manufacturing, Large, Wessex Water) 

4.39 Many participants felt that any savings will be negligible, and perhaps not worth the time and effort 

involved in switching. Indeed, most said that the time and/or effort involved must yield a ‘worthwhile’ 

cost reduction of, say, 10% to 20% for smaller organisations and 2% plus for those with much larger 

water bills: 

I don't employ anybody to do any admin; I do it all myself. While I'm doing that I'm not earning any 

money. (Health, Micro, Yorkshire Water) 

There's certainly a fair chance it could be but on the backburner indefinitely. Switching electricity 

hasn't happened yet…it’s hard to get any traction going. (Education, Large, Wessex Water) 

If it's only a small difference then the hassle and risk of switching is not worth it really. (Education, 

Micro, South West Water) 

If the price difference is nil or negligible, is it worth the hassle? When we looked at it last year it was 

less than 1%. (Manufacturing, Large, Wessex Water) 

[Our bill] is such a small amount. I'd say a 10% or 20% saving. (IT, Micro, Northumbrian Water) 

We spend say £30,000 a year. Let's say [we save] £500; that's 2%. Anything over 2% I would think it 

worthwhile. (Education, Large, Severn Trent) 
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4.40 In terms of an expanding market, a newer, smaller water retailer with no track record would be a 

concern or even an unacceptable risk for some:  

I think for a business like this, I wouldn't want to take a risk…it's important that we have water so 

people can shower, use the bathrooms, staff can wash their hands in the kitchen etc., so it would 

really affect our business. We would need security. (Sports & Leisure, Small, Thames Water) 

I need to make sure that I don't put the organisation into a situation where we look to buy a service 

or provision of utility from a company that may not have the stability. I need to make sure we are 

linked to a reputable organisation; I'd have to be very careful about switching to a smaller 

company. (Education, Large, Northumbrian Water) 

We'll burn through five figure sums of money every hour if the water is off. So am I sure that the 

retailer is big enough and competent enough to deal with a big wholesaler? (Manufacturing, Large, 

United Utilities) 

4.41 However, most said they would be willing to use a smaller retailer providing they were licensed and 

offered good service or, for some, because their water supply is not business critical (the previous 

comments demonstrate that those with a critical requirement for water are concerned about continuity 

of supply, and are typically less likely to take a risk with a smaller company):  

As long as they bill me the correct amount or don’t do anything silly with my information and the 

product comes through with good customer services, then yeah, I don't have a problem. 

(Administration, Small, Southern Water) 

I would because I'm not a high enough water user where it's business critical...I would envisage that 

the non-business critical users get on board with smaller retailers first, and then they land the big 

cheeses. (Administration, Small, Southern Water) 

I would probably give them a go; there's plenty of little energy suppliers gaining a reputation and 

more people are using them. Smaller companies might have a way to club together and do [new 

things] and innovation is always good. (Public Body, Large, Severn Trent Water) 

4.42 Overseas call centres and/or automated telephone systems would act as a barrier or deterrent to some: 

it was argued that both increase the length of the time spent on the telephone and/or aggravate 

customers due to language barriers or ineffective systems. A couple of participants explicitly stated their 

preference for UK-based call centres - one on the basis of employment and the other on the grounds of 

language:  

Quite often [with an automated system], you might not have an option that you need, you [choose] 

one that you nearly want, and there's a delay, and someone taking the call will meet a frustrated 

customer like me. I'm getting a bit grumpy now; I deal with a lot of utilities with work. (Education, 

Large, Severn Trent Water) 

Obviously we need [to] be able to get hold of somebody if needed; not one of these automated 

sites. (Public Body, Micro, Severn Trent) 

If you phone somebody up and they've got a good understanding of English and you can understand 

what they're saying it makes it easier to carry out the conversation. (Retail, Micro, Anglian Water) 

[An UK-based call centre] would be preferable purely because of employment in terms of our 

country… The person is no matter, but it's good if the call centre or business is in our country. 

(Administration, Medium, Yorkshire Water) 
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If I can't get through to them or they don't have a UK-based call centre, then that's quite a big one. I 

get frustrated if you can't understand what they're saying. (Administration, Small, Southern Water) 

Information and raising awareness 

4.43 Participants were asked about the type of information that would be important to businesses in 

ensuring they are aware of and understand the new market. First and foremost, participants stressed 

the importance of ensuring businesses are aware of forthcoming changes and that there are 

opportunities to save money in an ‘easy’ way: 

I think it's just about giving people a choice. If they don't know they'll think 'well, I'm paying what 

I'm paying'. Make them aware that they have a choice. (Health, Large, Northumbrian Water) 

It would be quite nice to be informed, which we haven't been. It doesn't have to be in-depth. (Public 

Body, Micro, Severn Trent Water) 

One, that it's available, and that there'll be no extra charge for moving, and that it'll be easy to 

achieve, just a meter reading, bang, and you're changed. (Health, Medium, South West Water) 

4.44 Some also wanted to understand why the changes are taking place: 

If OFWAT are providing something, it would be what's happening, why it's happening and what the 

options are. And why it is now available to choose a water and sewage supplier. (Administration, 

Medium, Yorkshire Water) 

I think OFWAT have a role to say to customers: here's what the potential options are, here's why 

we've done it. (Manufacturing, Large, United Utilities) 

Reasons why it’s changing; there must be a reason why they’re doing it… (Retail, Micro, South West 

Water) 

4.45 Many participants wanted to know why they should make the effort to switch: that is, what are the 

potential benefits and risks? 

Someone's going to have to pitch to me and say ‘I can give you this, this is what you're going to 

benefit from’… (Education, Medium, Wessex Water) 

If they're wanting people to have that choice, they need to tell us the benefits of changing. What 

benefits are we going to gain? (Retail, Micro, Southern Water) 

I would like to sit and read and it'd explain exactly what each company is, what it's offering, what 

the benefit is, the pros and cons kind of thing. (Health, Medium, Anglian Water) 

Well maybe a do's and don’ts leaflet… Let us know potential benefits and pitfalls, potential savings 

if they would be possible, any other dangers, potential suppliers - all the things that I don't know at 

this current moment really. (Education, Medium, Anglian Water) 

4.46 Several also desired a list of ‘regulator-approved businesses’, or assurances from OFWAT that they will 

never be left without water and that adequate quality assurance and customer protection is in place: 

A list of who to trust…I've really got no idea who's going to be in the market. I haven't got much 

idea about the whole thing to be honest, so very much in the dark I'd say. (Education, Large, Wessex 

Water) 
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It would be nice to be reassured of [customer protection] or for OFWAT to insist that these 

companies have something in place that means that if they do go bust, they have funding or an 

agreement with a larger company that there'll be a seamless transition to another supplier, or you'll 

get notice of the fact that in three months’ time we'll stop supplying your water. (IT, Micro, 

Northumbrian Water) 

With any people you deal with, first of all you need to know who you're dealing with, the 

background, how long they've been in business, what sort of back up they've got, any protection… 

All sorts of general questions. (Sports & Leisure, Small, Severn Trent Water) 

4.47 In closing, all interviewees were asked how best to raise awareness of the forthcoming changes among 

businesses and business owners: most tended to suggest postal methods. Some would prefer a properly 

branded and directly-addressed letter or leaflet, while others said that a postcard or similar directing 

them to a website would be more effective: 

I think just send something to people saying ‘this is what's happening, these are the people 

involved, these are your options’ basically. (Education, Large, Wessex Water) 

There's a lot of junk mail, so I think if you're getting a letter from OFWAT which is branded and 

addressed to the correct individual and the business, I'd open that…if it was just a generic leaflet I'd 

probably not really look at it. (Retail, Micro, South West Water) 

If it's a postcard with the information there, I would've noticed that in the end. I think something 

really simple and eye-catching just to say ‘from April you can choose your water supplier and for 

more information go this website’. If there is a comparison tool on there, which I think there is... 

Then that's enough to get you started. (Food & Beverage, Small, South West Water) 

4.48 As in the final quotation above, many participants specifically stated that an online comparison tool 

would encourage them to shop around and enable them to better understand the differences between 

the tariffs and services offered by competitors in the water market. However, a few participants also 

recognised difficulties in comparing tariffs and pricing structures, particularly in terms of comparing like 

with like, and suggested that this should be easier in future: 

Personally I would rather do it through a comparison tool of some form. (Education, Large, 

Northumbrian Water) 

If it was on a comparison website then it'd be a lot easier. (Retail, Micro, Southern Water) 

Being able to go somewhere you can get a comparison between companies at one site. Trying to 

compare offers that are financed in different ways [is a problem], or one with or without a standing 

charge and different usage rates…figuring out at what point one overtakes the other. (Voluntary, 

Micro, Southern Water) 

Something plain and straightforward, which doesn’t give too many options…often when you ask for 

a change… It’s very, very difficult to compare. It’s never like for like. (Manufacturing, Medium, 

Wessex Water) 

4.49 Almost all participants suggested that emails can be ignored or discarded as spam and that cold calling 

is undesirable – though some disagreed, as seen below: 

I don't think emails or adverts on internet sites are any good; people just ignore them… 

(Construction, Micro, Anglian Water) 
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I think email is the best way. I just pick things up more from that, I don't read the paper anymore. 

(Health, Medium, South West Water) 

The one thing I don’t like is cold calling. (Sports & Leisure, Small, Severn Trent Water) 

I would guess a call from Northumbrian Water or the Government body saying it's an official person 

and this is changing, and it doesn't come across as a sales call. (Transport, Large, Northumbrian 

Water) 

4.50 Finally, online, television or radio advertising was suggested as an effective way to inform businesses 

(particularly small businesses) of changes to the water market, though local business networks and the 

trade press were preferred by some as they are cheaper and more targeted promotional vehicles: 

Adverts, radio...companies like me and other shops; we all have the radio or television on. The 

companies have money so they should invest heavily if they want to be heard…I've only heard 

through you! (Food & Beverage, Micro, Thames Water) 

Social media, that's the way to go I think. We do all our advertising by social media instead of a 

phonebook because everyone uses it. (Manufacturing, Micro, South West Water) 

If you're going to advertise I'd advertise in the trade press rather than the national press. (Food & 

Beverage, Micro, Yorkshire Water) 

As an industry you would need to get the business groups on board, the FSB, CBI, IOD. These are the 

people that have networking events for the decision makers of a business… If you get that message 

through via those channels then that's far more effective than me sitting there in the advert breaks 

of X-factor or whatever... The industry needs to be clever about it and target the right people. 

(Administration, Small, Southern Water) 

 


