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Foreword

Every two years we closely examine the views of

business customers on the water, sewerage and

retail services they receive from their suppliers. Last

year our survey coincided with the start of the

Covid-19 pandemic which affected businesses in

different ways. Some were forced to temporarily

close while others had to scale back their activities to

meet the requirements of social distancing.

The timing of the survey gave us an invaluable insight into how

businesses across England and Wales were affected by the

pandemic, and what their views of their services were during this
time.

Overall, we found that most businesses were affected in some way
by the pandemic. More than 30% were so severely impacted that

they were having to review future plans for their business. It’s

disappointing then that less than a quarter of businesses could
recall receiving information from their water retailer about the help

and support that was available to them throughout Covid-19.

Those that did receive information welcomed it. We also found that

proactive communication on relevant help and support was linked

to a more positive view of their retailer. These customers were also

more likely to show loyalty to their retailer and look to renegotiate
terms with them rather than consider switching supplier.

The report also highlights some other interesting findings. Most

business customers are satisfied with their water and sewerage

services, but less so with their retail services. Poor service and bill
accuracy were cited as the main reasons for dissatisfaction.

Expectations on bill savings in the retail market in England have

fallen over the last few years. More businesses are also saying

they would not switch to save money, but only for better service.

A large number of business customers did not recall being offered
any support or information during Covid-19. In light of this, we

want companies and retailers to reflect on our findings and be

more proactive in reaching out to their customers. They should
also strive to provide improved services, support and assistance.

Lockdown may be easing but many businesses still face a long and
uncertain road to recovery. That journey can be made easier by

companies and retailers and in return they may be rewarded with

greater loyalty and satisfaction from their customers.

Dr Mike Keil, 

CCW's Director of Policy, Research and Campaigns
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2. Executive Summary
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1 Retail services cover customer service, billing and meter readings.
2 Wholesale services cover water and sewerage supply to and from the business premises.

Executive summary: background

In April 2017, the non-household (NHH) water
retail1 market in England was opened to all directly
billed businesses, charities and public sector
organisations regardless of how much water they
used.

Since then, they have been able to choose who provides their
retail services. In Wales, only business customers who use 50

megalitres a year are eligible to access the market by choosing
which company provides their retail services.

Every two years, CCW commissions ‘Testing the Waters’; a

satisfaction survey of business customers in England and
Wales.

The onset of the Covid-19 pandemic – which coincided with the

timings for the 2020 iteration of Testing the Waters –
necessitated a change in approach to the project, including the

addition of a qualitative element.

This report details findings from 1,000 Computer Assisted

Telephone Surveys (CATI) and 20 in-depth telephone
interviews with a cross-section of businesses in England and

Wales.

The CATI interviews focused on various elements of business
customers’ satisfaction with retail and wholesale2 water supply

and services, and in-depth telephone interviews focused on
customer experience during Covid-19.
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Executive summary: key findings (1)
Key findings from the 2020/21 Testing the Waters 
project:

• Just under a third (31%) of businesses say they have been 
severely impacted by Covid-19, almost half (48%) report a 

moderate effect, and a fifth (20%) only a minimal impact3.

• Businesses that said they had been severely impacted by 
Covid-19 were more likely to have been contacted by their 
retail services provider than those who experienced a 
moderate or minimal impact;

• Despite this, businesses that had been severely impacted 
were less likely to: trust their water retailer, feel they 
received value for money, be satisfied with their retail 
services provider or recommend them.

• Just over a fifth (22%) of businesses reported being 
proactively contacted by their retail services provider 
during Covid-19 to offer help or support;

• Those who were severely impacted by Covid-19 measures 
were more likely to recall being contacted by their retail 
services provider than those where there was only a 
minimal impact (25% cf. 12%);

• Businesses who recall having received contact from their 
retailer are both more likely to think their provider cares 
than those who don’t recall any offer of support (57% cf. 
49%), and more likely to renegotiate a better price or 
contract (47% cf. 33%).

• From the qualitative portion of the research we found that 

water companies were generally thought to be behind banks 
and other financial services providers in the support offered, 

but in line with other utilities providers. Where support was 
received, it was most often instigated by email, meaning few 

felt that retailers had gone ‘above and beyond’. 

• Less than one in ten contacted their water service provider 
and/or their sewerage service provider (wholesaler) in the 

last 12 months (7% and 3% respectively), however just over 
a fifth (21%) contacted their retail services provider:

• 30% contacted about a billing enquiry, suggesting that 
a level of confusion between wholesale and retail 
persists.

• Customers suggest that in the main they do not 
particularly want their retailer to contact them more 
frequently, but they would like them to be more 
contactable when the need arises.

• Over half of customers agree their water services provider 

and/or their retail service provider cares about the service it 
provides (53% and 51% respectively).

• Almost eight in 10 (78%) agree that their water 

bills are clear and easy to understand. 

3 Severe impact = Covid-19 has had a severe impact on our business and we’re having to reevaluate our plans for the future; moderate effect = Covid-19 has had an impact on 
our business but we are continuing to plan as normal for the future; minimal impact = Covid-19 has had a minimal impact on our business
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Executive summary: key findings (2)

• Just over half (54%) of customers in England were

aware they can switch or renegotiate their service/price. Of
those who were aware, 23% had switched and 51%

had taken no action:

• Of those who switched, 58% were satisfied
with the process, but 22% were dissatisfied.

• Customers who have high demand for water and other
utilities were often aware they can switch or renegotiate
but frustrated that their TPI/broker - who they use for gas
and electric contracts – didn’t offer the same for water
services.

• Just over a fifth (21%) anticipated switching retail provider in

the next 6 months, but almost two-fifths (37%) were likely to
try and negotiate a better contract or price with their retailer:

• Qualitatively, a number of customers were put off
looking to switch due to lack of recognition/awareness
of the retailers in the market.

• Over a quarter (27%) who were aware of the ability to switch

or renegotiate said they would switch for a saving of 0-5%, a
significant increase from when the survey first began –

suggesting that customers are beginning to become more
realistic in the savings they can expect. However, the

proportion of customers who would only switch due to service
reasons has also increased.

• 69% of customers reported being satisfied with their retail

services (significantly lower than satisfaction with water and
sewerage provision – 91% and 88% respectively):

• Customers in Wales were significantly more likely to be
satisfied with their retail services than customers in

England (85% cf. 68%).

• Just over nine in 10 (91%) reported being satisfied
with their water service provision, and a similar proportion

(88%) satisfied with their sewerage service provision.

• Two in five (40%) were promoters4 of their water service
provider, and 29% detractors, resulting in a Net Promoter

Score of +11.
• Customers in Wales were significantly more likely to be

promoters than customers in England (60% cf. 39%).

• Just under a third (30%) were promoters of their retail
service provider (significantly lower than the 40% who are

promoters of their water service provider), and 37%
detractors, resulting in a Net Promoter Score of -7.

• Again, customers in Wales were significantly more
likely to be promoters than customers in England (54%

cf. 29%).

4 Customers providing a rating of 9 or 10 out of 10 to the question of how likely they would be to recommend their water or retail provider are classed as promoters. Customers 
providing a rating of 7-8 are classed as neutral, and customers providing a rating of 0-6 are classed as detractors.
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3. The impact of Covid-19 
on business
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The impact of Covid-19 on business planning

• Over half (53%) of businesses in arts,
entertainment and recreation say that Covid-19
has had a severe effect on their business and they
were having to re-evaluate their plans for the
future.

• 47% whose water bills amount to more than 5%
of running costs say that Covid-19 has had a
severe effect on their business and that they are
having to re-evaluate their future plans as a result
(16% higher than the overall).

• Size of business isn’t a strong determiner of the
impact of Covid-19, with no significant difference
between small, medium and large businesses.

• There are no significant differences between
customers in England and Wales.
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Covid-19 had a minimal impact on just a fifth (20%) of businesses, a moderate effect (where
businesses were impacted but continued to plan as normal) on just under half (48%), and a severe
impact on just under a third (31%).

Base: all respondents (1,000). Q40: Which of the 
following statements best reflects your organisation’s 
future outlook with regards to Covid-19?

20%

48%

31%

2%

A minimal effect on our

business

An effect, but we are

continuing to plan as

normal

A severe effect, and we

are having to re-evaluate

our plans

Prefer not to say

Note: as per the qualitative findings (see page 10), we would have expected hospitality to report 

severe effects of Covid-19 over and above the overall. The quantitative data did not show this –
possibly due to the self-selecting nature of the sample achieved (a significant proportion of 

hospitality businesses were closed throughout much of 2020 so wouldn’t have been reachable)
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Concerns and changes arising from Covid-19
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Despite varying degrees of impact during Covid-19, almost all businesses had to adjust the way in
which they worked.

Businesses in 
agriculture and 
transport / logistics 
tended to experience a 
lesser impact from Covid-
19 overall.

Concerns largely around 
continuity of supply chains.

Changes focused on 
procedures to avoid close 
contact where possible.

Businesses in real 
estate, manufacturing 
and professional 
services tended to 
experience a moderate 
impact from Covid-19.

Concerns around staff 
support and welfare 
(including furlough for 
some).

Changes focused on a shift 
to working from home and 
reducing overheads where 
possible.

Businesses in arts, 
entertainment and recreation, 
and accommodation and food 
services tended to experience a 
more severe impact from Covid-19.

Concerns focused on ability to pay 
staff and bills, and long-term 
viability.

Changes focused on adapting to 
forced  closure / reduced 
occupancy, reducing overheads and 
accessing support from 
government, council, landlords and 
suppliers.
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Action taken by business during Covid-19 
Businesses severely impacted by Covid-19 were more likely to have taken significant action than 
those who were minimally or moderately impacted.

Mostly operated on a 
business as usual basis, 
only looking at the 
potential for support when 
proactively contacted.

Generally focused on 
accessing furlough 
support (where applicable / 
necessary), and trying to 
negotiate with landlords 
on rents and rates during 
enforced office closures.

Looked for support from 
a variety of sources, 
including furlough, 
landlords, suppliers and 
customers. Generally 
operated on a checklist 
basis, working from the 
biggest expenses /
overheads to the lowest.

“We had to look at all of our costs – absolutely 
everything – and then we spent 3 weeks working 

through a list contacting everyone we could to try and 
negotiate payment holidays, rate reductions and 

payment extensions.”

Hospitality, Midlands (severe impact)

“We furloughed some people and we had a chat with 
our landlord about a short-term reduction, but that was 

about it… we never really stopped, [taking action to 
reduce overheads] was not a priority”

Support services, North (moderate impact)
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General support during Covid-19
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Businesses don’t recall much in the way of proactive contact from outside agencies during Covid-19. 
For businesses that needed more extensive support there were some organisations that were more 
likely to offer proactive support and some that were less likely.

• Customers
• Banks
• Telecoms and utilities 

providers

• Landlords
• Suppliers

In the main, where proactive 
support was received from banks, 
telecoms and utilities providers, it 
tended to be in the form of an 
email or letter, directing the 
business to online information about 
the support on offer to businesses.

A number of businesses felt they 
didn’t need the support, but for 
those that did, most found that 
the support on offer was focused 
on payment holidays and advice 
on how to reduce bills / 
outgoings.

Water companies 
were generally 
thought to be behind 
banks and other 
financial services 
providers in the 
support offered, but 
in line with other 
utilities providers. 
Where support was 
received, it was most 
often instigated by 
email, meaning few
felt that retailers had 
gone ‘above and 
beyond’.
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4. The response to Covid-19
from retailers (and water 
companies in Wales)
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Retailers (and water companies in Wales): contact 
& support during Covid-19
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Just over a fifth (22%) recall being contacted by their
retailer offering support or information relating to
billing arrangements*.

22%

70%

8%

Yes

No

Don't know

Base: all respondents (1,000). Q37: Since the UK went into lockdown on 23rd March 2020, has your water retailer contacted you to of fer any support or information, relating to billing 
arrangements? 

Customers in England are more 
likely to recall having been contacted 
than customers in Wales (22% cf. 16%).

Customers who say Covid-19 had 
a severe impact on their business are more 
likely to recall having been contacted than
those who say it had a minimal impact 
(25% cf. 12%) – suggesting that businesses 
most in need of support were more likely to 
recall having received it, and/or that water 
companies were targeting sectors they felt were 
most likely to be affected.

*Qualitatively, the contact and support / information from 

water companies appears to have largely been email 

correspondence early in the pandemic (April / May 2020) 
giving details of where to go / what to do if they needed to 

access support.
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Some customers have found
contacting their water company more 
difficult during Covid-19, with phones 
ringing out and emails being unanswered.

Very little awareness of continued 
proactive contact and support after 
April/May 2020.

Retailers (and water companies in Wales):  
response to Covid-19
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Few customers remember receiving proactive contact from their water company during Covid-19,
but among the few that do, it was most often an email and/or leaflet giving basic information.

Customers are more likely to 
remember contact in the early stages 
of the pandemic than any other time.

The majority of businesses who transitioned to 
working from home are metered, so found their 
bills reduced anyway.

More severely impacted businesses were more 
likely to recall receiving emails about the 
support on offer, and ‘banked it’ for future 
reference.

“I’ve sent them [water company] a number of emails and I’ve 
not had anything back – apart from an email to say that 

they’re experiencing a high volume of contacts and they will 
get back to me in 10 days… it’s been 

two months!”

Hospitality, Midlands
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Customer confusion about water retailers 
and wholesalers

Q
U

A
L
I
T

A
T

I
V

E
 R

E
S

E
A

R
C

H

There continues to be confusion between water
retailers and wholesalers, which can make
accessing the help and support more difficult.

A number of customers – especially those where water

is not critical to the day to day operation of the business
– are not entirely clear on the distinction between

retailers and wholesalers.

Some customers (mainly small and micro businesses)
continue to be unaware that they have a water

retail provider and a wholesale provider, and would
automatically revert to contacting their wholesaler –

as they would do for a domestic contact – should the
need arise. For others, there is an awareness that

they have a retailer; usually as a result of bills; but
they lack clarity on the roles and responsibilities of

each party.

Some reported a lack of clear direction from their
wholesaler about who to contact – suggesting

some businesses could have missed out on
support.

Largely aware of the difference 
between retail and wholesale, and 
to understand roles and 
responsibilities.

More likely to be aware of the 
retailer / wholesaler split, but not 
always aware where responsibilities lie.

More likely to assume that business
bills are handled in the same way as 
household bills.
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Customer confusion about water retailers 
and wholesalers
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Just under three-quarters (72%) of customers are aware of their water wholesaler, but just under
half (48%) are aware of their water retailer.

Base: Q1: all respondents (1,000): Q18: all respondents in England (795). Q1: Which company provides water services? (i.e. supplies clean water to the site you usually 
work at). Q18: Which retail water company bills your business for water and sewerage services, provides customer services and reads any water meters at this site?

72%
Correctly identify 

their water 
wholesaler*

6% don’t know

7% provide an ‘other’ response, 
6% of which identify a retailer

48%
Correctly identify 
their retailer**

11% don’t know

18% identify their wholesaler

Customers are more likely to 
be aware of their wholesaler 
than their retailer, and a 
significant minority in England 
think they have the same 
provider for wholesale and retail 
services.

*All customers (England and Wales)
**Customers in England only
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Caring for customers
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Just over half (51%) agree their water retail provider cares about the
service it gives to business customers – a similar figure to those who
agree their water provider cares (53%).

53%

51%

30%

28%

10%

14%

7%

7%

Water provider (996)

Retail provider (1000)

Agree (Net) Neither Disagree (Net) Don't know

Base: as shown. Q11: How much do you agree or disagree that [your water service provider] cares about the service it gives 
to business customers?
Q26: How much do you agree or disagree that [your retail service provider] cares about the service it gives to business 
customers? Note: data labels <4% not shown.

Customers in Wales are 
significantly more likely to 
agree that their water and 
retail providers care     
about the service they     
give to customers*                   
(69% and 74% respectively) 
than customers in England
(52% water provider, 50% 
retail provider).

The proportion of customers who agree their retailer cares about the
services it gives to business customers has improved significantly since
2018 (51% in 2020 up from 45% in 2018). There is no significant difference
in perceptions of water provider care (53% in 2020 cf. 51% in 2018).

Businesses who recall
having received contact /
support from their retailer
are more likely to think
their retail provider cares
than those who don’t recall
any support (57% cf. 49%).

*The majority of customers in Wales do 
not have a separate water retailer and 

wholesaler.
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Caring for customers during Covid-19

The majority of businesses don’t feel they
have a close relationship with their water
retail or wholesale provider, and this hasn’t
tended to change during Covid-19.
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“There was a leak on the road outside 
the shop, so I called them. They came 
out pretty quickly to be fair to them… 
there was no ‘how are you’, or ‘is there 

anything else we can do’ though.”

Retail services (local shop), North

Although most customers are broadly happy with the
service they receive, for the majority it is a purely
transactional relationship, with no significant sentiment
attached. As a result, relatively few customers feel able to
confidently say whether their providers care about the
service they offer, or not.

Aside from some businesses where the continuous supply of
water is critical, for most, water supply and billing is
something that is taken for granted or just exists in the
background – and as such is seen as a low priority
overall.

Where this is the case, customers don’t expect much in
the way of ongoing care or support, but they do expect
that they will be able to get in contact with their retailer
quickly and efficiently when necessary.

“It’s just water isn’t it… we only use it 
for the toilets and cups of tea. It’s low 
down on the list of priorities really… the 
bills aren’t the difference between us 

surviving or not.”

Professional services, Yorkshire
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Level of trust in service providers
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Roughly equal proportions of customers have high levels of trust in their
provider, are neutral, and lack trust.

38%

34%

30%

29%

29%

32% 5%

Water services (996)

Retail services (1000)

Trust (9-10) Neutral (7-8) Don't trust (1-6) Don't know

Base: as shown. Q13 & 30: How much do you trust your [water] / [retail] service provider? Please give a score on a scale of 
1-10, where 10 means that you trust them completely and 1 means that you don’t trust them at all? Note: just 7% provide 
a rating of 1-4 for trust in their water services provider, and 11% provide a rating of 1-4 for their retail services provider –
leaving around a fifth in each case who sit at the mid point on the scale.

Customers based in Wales 
are more likely to trust 
both their water services
provider and/or their 
retail services provider* 
than customers in England 
(55% cf. 37% for water 
services, and 54% cf. 33% 
for retail services).

Note: of the 29% who rate trust in their water provider between 1-6, just 7% provide a rating of 1-4, and of the 32% who rate 
their retail provider between 1-6, just 11% provide a rating of 1-4.

Just a quarter (25%) of 
businesses severely 
impacted by Covid-19 
trust their water retail 
service provider.

*The majority of customers in Wales do not 
have a separate water retailer and wholesaler.
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Customer contact during Covid-19
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Just over a fifth (21%) have contacted their retail service provider in the
last 12 months, and less than one in 10 have contacted their wholesale
and/or sewerage service provider (7% and 3% respectively).

3%

7%

21%

Sewerage service provider

Water service provider

Retail service provider

To report a leak 35%

General billing enquiry 30%

Sewerage problem 51%

General billing enquiry 21%

To report a leak 12%

General billing enquiry 84%

Issue with water meter 12%

To complain 10%

Base: all respondents. Q32: In the past 12 months have you contacted any of the following with an enquiry or complaint?
The 2018 question refereed to contact since 1st April 2017 – a period of 16 months.

In 2018, 29% of customers contacted their retailer or water provider (compared to 
26% in 2020), suggesting that Covid-19 didn’t prompt a significant change in 
contact behaviour among businesses. However, the qualitative research did indicate
that not all businesses felt they were well directed to their retailer by the wholesaler.
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Satisfaction with contact
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Just over half (56%) are satisfied with the contact they had with their retailer, two-thirds (66%) of
customers are satisfied with the contact they had with their water services provider, and just over
six in 10 (66%) are satisfied with their sewerage service contact(s).

56%

66%

63%

13%

5%

20%

24%

26%

14%

Retail services (235)

Water services contact

(81)

Sewerage services (36)*

Satisfied (NET) Neither Dissatisfied (NET) Don't know

Base: as shown. Q35: Overall, how satisfied or dissatisfied were you with the contact with… Note: data labels <4% not 
shown. *caution low base size (<50).

Customers based in Wales 
are more likely to be 
satisfied with their retail 
services contact than 
customers in England 
(63% cf. 55%).

Customers who were 
minimally impacted by 
Covid-19 were more likely 
to be satisfied with their 
retail services contact
than those who were 
severely impacted (63% cf. 
53%).

Significantly higher/lower than comparator

Note: there are no significant differences in satisfaction across the different types of service provision
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Perceptions of value for money
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Around three-quarters report being satisfied with the value for money of the water and sewerage 
services supplied to their site.

74%

75%

45%

77%

14%

13%

20%

13%

8%

8%

26%

Water services

(996)

Sewerage

services (868)

Surface water

drainage (199)

Trade effluent

services (37)

Satisfied (NET) Neither Dissatisfied (NET) Don't know

Base: as shown. Q03: How satisfied or dissatisfied are you with the value for money of… Note: data labels <4% not shown .

• Those who say Covid-19 had a significant impact
on their business are less satisfied with the value
for money of their water service (67%) than those
who say Covid-19 had a moderate impact (75%)
and a minimal impact (81%):

• The same difference between businesses and
the impact of Covid-19 is observed in the
perceived value for money of sewerage
services.

• Businesses in Wales are more likely to be satisfied
with the value for money of their water and
sewerage services (81% and 84% respectively)
than businesses in England (74% and 75%
respectively).

There is no significant difference between perceived 
value for money of water and sewerage services in 2020 
compared to 2018 (72% satisfied with water services 
and 72% satisfied with sewerage services in 2018).
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Bills are generally too expensive 47%

Cost/prices have risen 28%

Poor customer service 19%

Inaccurate bills 10%

Site area surface water 
drainage tariff unfair

10%

Reasons for being dissatisfied 
with value for money
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Base: as shown. Q04: Why do you think you don’t get value for money for [WATER] / [SEWERAGE] services?  

Among customers dissatisfied with the value for money of their water and/or
sewerage service, the main reasons focus on the expense of bills and rising costs

Bills are generally too expensive 49%

Cost/prices have risen 39%

Poor customer service 18%

Inaccurate bills 16%
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Clarity of bills
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Over three-quarters (78%) agree that their bills are clear and easy 
to understand; however a significant minority (10%) disagree.

78% 7% 10% 5%Bills are clear and easy to understand

Agree (Net) Neither Disagree (Net) Don't know

Customers in Wales (where in the majority of cases 
the retailer and wholesaler are the same) are more 
likely to consider their bills clear & easy to 
understand than customers in England (87% cf. 
78%).

Base: all respondents. Q27: How much do you agree or disagree that your bills are clear and easy to understand?
*Note: the 2018 question asked how clear it was how much needed to be paid and when.

There are no significant differences in the 
perceived clarity of bills between those who were 
severely, moderately and minimally impacted 
by Covid-19 (78%, 78% and 80% respectively).

There is no significant difference between the perceived 
clarity of bills in 2020 compared to 2018 (81% clear*)
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Water saving action
Q

U
A

N
T

I
T

A
T

I
V

E
 R

E
S

E
A

R
C

H

Just under half (46%) have taken some action to save water on site, with limiting the water in kettles to 
what’s needed and installing Hippo/Save a Flush devices being the most common water saving actions.

Base: all respondents. Q07: What actions, if any, has your business taken to reduce its use of water at this site?

16%

10%

8%

7%

4%

4%

3%

54%

Only put required amount in

kettle

Hippo/Save A Flush

Employees aware of the need

to reduce consumption

Water efficient taps

Rainwater harvesting

Changed business processes to

use less water

Asked for smart meters

Nothing / taken no action

Customers in England are more likely to have 
taken action than customers in Wales (47% cf. 
40%). 

Across sectors, those in construction (69%) and 
the hospitality industry (63%)  are most likely 
to have taken no action. 

Smaller businesses less likely to have taken 
action than larger businesses (0-9 staff, 46% taken 
action; 10-49 staff, 45%; 50+ staff 55%) 
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Service satisfaction during Covid-19
Q

U
A

N
T

I
T

A
T

I
V

E
 R

E
S

E
A

R
C

H

Just under seven in 10 are satisfied with their retail services, over nine in 10 
(91%) customers are satisfied with their water services, and over eight in 10 
(88%) are satisfied with their sewerage services.

69%

91%

88%

17%

6%

9%

10%Retail services (1000)

Water services (996)

Sewerage services (868)

Satisfied (NET) Neither Dissatisfied (NET) Don't know

Base: as shown. Q05: Thinking now about water supplied to this site for offices, toilets, or business processes, overall, how satis fied or dissatisfied are you with the water supply for this site?/ 
Q08: Thinking now about the sewerage services provided for this site, overall, how satisfied or dissatisfied are you with you r sewerage services? / Q28: How satisfied or dissatisfied are you with 
[RETAILER’S] services? Note to bar chart: data labels <4% not shown

Customers based in Wales are
significantly more satisfied 
with their retail services than 
customers based in England 
(85% cf. 68%).

Customers who have contacted 
their retail provider are
significantly less likely to be 
satisfied than those who 
haven’t (49% cf. 75%).

Satisfaction with water services has increased significantly since 2018 (91% up 
from 87%). Satisfaction with sewerage and retail services has remained stable.

Businesses who have been 
severely impacted by Covid-19 
are less likely to be satisfied 
with their retail services than 
those who were moderately or 
minimally impacted (63% cf. 
70% and 76% respectively).
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Reasons for service dissatisfaction
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Among customers dissatisfied with one or more aspects of service, the main reasons focus 
on problems with water quality, issues with sewers/drains and poor customer service. 

Base: as shown. Q06: Why are you dissatisfied with the water supplied to your 
site?/Q09: Why are you dissatisfied with the sewerage services supplied to your site?/
Q29: why are you dissatisfied? *caution low base size (<30).

Poor water quality 26%

Problems with 
water pressure

24%

Bills are generally 
too expensive**

19%

Poor customer 
service***

15%

Inaccurate bills*** 13%

Leaks/leaking pipes 12%

Costs have risen 12%

Problems with 
sewers/drains

31%

Collapsed sewers/drains 28%

Cost/prices have risen 27%

Poor customer service 20%

Poor customer service 50%

Bill inaccurate 36%

Meter readings 
wrong/not taken

24%

Poor service/issues not 
resolved

23%

Not taking ownership of 
problems

20%

Delay in responding to 
query/contact

16%

***Dissatisfaction with customer 
service and inaccurate bills 

(areas that retailers are 
responsible for) suggests 
ongoing confusion over retailer 
and wholesaler responsibility, 
and where retail services  (e.g. 
customer service, accuracy of 
bills) are linked to the wholesaler 
this affects perceptions of the 
wholesaler.

**Bills being generally too expensive could be linked to rising costs, or 
inaccurate estimation. In the case of inaccurate estimation it would be the 
retailer’s responsibility
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Satisfaction during Covid-19
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Although customers are largely satisfied with the service they 
receive from their retail, water and sewerage suppliers, some issues 
emerged…

“I don’t think I need [retailer] to 
do anything else particularly, but 
they could have more people on 
the phones. I tried to speak to 

them about the meter a few times 
and it was a real pain.”

Arts and entertainment, 
South West

Inaccurate/estimated bills

Retailer uncontactable

No communication/
clarity between wholesaler 
& retailer 

Lack of customer 
support services

“I contacted [wholesaler] to try 
and tell them we were closed… 

they could have just told me that 
I needed to contact [retailer], but 

they didn’t. I had to work 
it out on my own.”

Salon owner, South East

Of the customers who 
experienced issues during Covid-
19, it is mostly among those 
forced to (temporarily) close, 
and/or those where water is key 
to the successful day to day 
operation of the business.

In the main, the issues 
experienced have centred  
around the lack of contact and 
communication. Some have 
found their retailer has been 
particularly difficult to get 
hold of, with long waiting time 
on the phone, and other contacts 
(email etc.) going unanswered for 
extended periods. A couple also 
contacted their water provider 
(not knowing that they needed 
their retailer) and were not 
redirected / informed.

In the main, customers don’t 
want more proactive contact 
from their retailer, but there 
is an appetite for them to be 
more contactable and 
responsive when the need 
arises:
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Likelihood to recommend (1)
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Just under a third (30%) are promoters of their retail provider, and two in five (40%) are promoters 
of their water services provider. (Details of sub-group differences are detailed on the next slide).

40%

30%

25%

27%

29%

37%

6%

7%

Water provider (996)

Retail provider (1000)

Promoters (9-10) Neutral (7-8) Detractors (0-6) Don't know

+11

-7

7.4

6.7

Base: as shown. Q14: How likely would you be to recommend [your water service provider] for the clean water supply services they provide? Please answer on a scale of 0-10 where 10 is 
extremely likely and 0 is not at all likely/Q31: How likely would you be to recommend [your retail service supplier] to others? Please answer on a scale of 0 -10, where 10 is extremely likely 
and 0 is not at all likely.

*Likelihood to recommend only asked in relation to water and retail provider (not sewerage, surface drainage or trade effluent)

Significantly higher/lower than comparator

NPS has improved slightly for both retail and water services since 2018. Retail services NPS is 
now -7 compared to -20 in 2018, and water services is +11 compared to +6 in 2018. 
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Likelihood to recommend (2)

• Businesses where Covid-19 has had a minimal
impact are more likely to be promoters (51% cf.
40% moderate impact and 34% severe impact).

• Customers in Wales are significantly more likely
to be promoters than customers in England
(60% cf. 39%).

• Businesses where Covid-19 has had a minimal
impact are more likely to be promoters (38% cf.
31% moderate impact and 22% severe impact).

• Just 16% of those who have contacted their
retailer are promoters, compared to 34% of
those who haven’t contacted.

• Customers in Wales are significantly more likely
to be promoters than customers in England
(54% cf. 29%).
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Sub-group differences in likelihood to recommend both 
water and retail service providers are detailed below: 

Q14: How likely would you be to recommend [your water service provider] for the clean water supply services they provide? Please answer on a scale of 0-10 where 10 is extremely likely and 0 is 
not at all likely/ Q31: How likely would you be to recommend [your retail service supplier] to others? Please answer on a scale of 0 -10, where 10 is extremely likely 
and 0 is not at all likely.
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Likelihood 
to recommend (3)
Customers are largely unaware of the services 
offered by their retailer beyond the receipt of 
bills, and the occasional email.

Among customers who have attempted to 
contact their retailer during Covid-19, many have 
been frustrated by a lack of proactive support 
after the matter has been raised. There is a sense 
among some that retailers don’t have the staff 
or resources to keep up with demand – and 
where customers are aware of the distinction 
between wholesale and retail provision, many 
perceive that their retailer doesn’t have the 
resources or know-how to provide the same or 
better service than their wholesaler 
would if they remained in control.

Additionally, some are inherently wary of their 
retailer and their competitors due to a lack 
of brand awareness and understanding. For 
these customers there is a need for more 
consistent communication to drive awareness, 
trust and likelihood to recommend.

Q
U

A
L
I
T

A
T

I
V

E
 R

E
S

E
A

R
C

H

“It’s been fine [service during Covid-19], we’ve had the 
bills and we’ve paid the bills. There’s not much more to 
it than that for us… [but] I can’t say I know much about 
them [retailer], I know that they send us our bills now, 
but I don’t know if they are any good or not – let’s hope 

we don’t have to find out!”

Security services, North

“I’d never heard of them [retailer] when I first got my 
bill… to be honest I did look at switching, but I didn’t 
know any of them either, so I stuck with [retailer]”

Professional services, North

“I suspect that with Covid-19 they’ve [retailer] had to 
furlough a load of staff, and that their front end services 
will have been impacted. The water bill for us isn’t huge, 
so it’s not really been a major problem, but we haven’t 
been able to get it [a persistent billing issue] sorted… 
I’m not sure the people there fully know the ropes.”

Hospitality, South
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5. Awareness of the retail 
market and switching or 
renegotiating behaviour
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Awareness of the retail market
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Just over half (54%) are aware of the ability to switch retailer or negotiate a better deal with their
existing provider. Among those who are aware, almost a quarter (23%) say they have switched or
renegotiated, but just over half (51%) say they have taken no action.

54%

46%

Yes No

23%

10%

10%

2%

51%

Switched

Negotiated a better

price / contract

Looked for information

but decided not to

switch or renegotiate

Looked for information

but have not yet

decided

Taken no action

Base: all respondents in England (795). Q15: Since April 2017, businesses, charities and public sector organisations in England have been able to change the company providing their retail 
services (as they are able to with energy), or negotiate a better deal with their existing service provider. Retailers provide bills, customer services and read any water meters at this site. 
Were you aware of this prior to this survey? / Q16: Since this change, has your organisation…

Businesses who have been 
severely impacted by Covid-19 
are less likely to be aware of 
their ability to switch retailer or 
renegotiate than those who 
have been moderately or
minimally impacted (46% cf. 
55% moderate impact and 63% 
minimal impact).
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Switching / renegotiating 
behaviour during Covid-19

A number of customers are aware 
they are now able to switch provider or 
renegotiate if they wish, but in many cases 
it’s a very low priority.

Customers where water and other utilities make up a 
significant proportion of overheads tend to be more 
aware of the ability to switch or renegotiate. 

However, most of these customers would expect 
their Third Party Intermediary (TPI) to bundle water 
in with gas and electricity in order to save them time 
and potential hassle. They often find that not to be 
the case, and as a result the incentive/likelihood to 
switch is diminished.

For customers where water and other utilities make 
up a lower proportion of overheads, even if they are 
aware of the ability to switch or renegotiate, 
other priorities (especially during Covid-19) often 
take over, and any notion of switching is pushed 
back or forgotten.
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“I’m aware that I can switch now, but we don’t have the 
time to look at it. Our gas and electric is all sorted by 
another company, they sort it out for us every year to 
get the cheapest deal, and we go with that. I’ve asked 
them about water a couple of times, but they’re not 

doing it”

Manufacturing, Midlands

“I’m pretty sure it’s the cheapest bill we have! 
Something would have to really go wrong for us 

to want to switch.”

Professional services, South

“It’s not something I really think about to be honest. 
We get the bills and we pay them – it’s not the biggest 

cost for us, so it comes down the list. We’ve spent 
a long time negotiating with landlords to get a rates 

reduction, and we’ve had to speak to our suppliers and 
other things as well. I’ve half expected to get a call 

off someone offering me a deal – like we get for 
electricity – but it’s not happened yet.”

Hospitality, North
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Satisfaction with the switching process
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Among those who have switched, almost three in five (58%) were satisfied with the
process, but a significant minority (22%) were dissatisfied.

58% 5% 22% 14%Switched provider (95)

Satisfied (Net) Neither Dissatisfied (Net) Don't know

The top reasons for being dissatisfied with 
the switching process focus on; closing bills being 
inaccurate (88%), the process taking too long 
(50%), the new account details (name, payment 
schedule etc.) being incorrect (37%); errors in 
the contract (26%), and meter readings being 
incorrect (18%). 

Base: as shown. Q21: Overall, how satisfied or dissatisfied were you with the switching process?

All but one customer (of 21) who had switched 
and was dissatisfied identified two or more 
reasons for their dissatisfaction, suggesting 
that issues were not isolated or one off.  
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27% would switch for up to a 5% saving (cf. 
19% in 2018); 20% would switch for a 6-10% 
saving (cf. 27% in 2018); 14% would switch for 
an 11-20% saving (cf. 18% in 2018), and; 11%
would only switch for a saving of more than 
20% (cf. 16% in 2018).

13% would only switch due 
to service (cf. 5% in 2018)

Reasons for deciding not to switch
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The top reasons for not switching are related to a perceived lack of difference in 
price and/or quality, being satisfied with their current provider and being too busy to act.

Not a big difference in price/quality 38%

Happy with current provider/don't want to switch 34%

Too busy/not enough time/
not a priority at the moment

4%

Haven’t had the business for that long 4%

I am looking into switching 2%

Base: all respondents in England aware of the ability to switch who have taken action but not yet switched (78). Q23: Could you tell me the main reason you have chosen not to switch? / 
Q24:What percentage level of saving on your water and sewerage charges would prompt / prompted your business to switch service provider?  

16% would not switch (cf. 15% in 2018)

Overall, customers are wanting / expecting 
less of a saving to switch than in 2018, but a 
higher proportion are also likely to switch 
based on service rather than price.
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Future switching intention
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Just over a fifth (21%) say they are likely to choose a new supplier and 
switch in the next six months, while almost two-fifths (37%) say they 
are likely to negotiate a better price or contract with their existing 
provider.

21%

37%

33%

12%

13%

9%

65%

47%

56%

Choosing a new supplier

and switching

Negotiating a better

price or contract with

existing provider

Look for information

about the water market

and the choices available

Likely (NET) Neither Unlikely (NET) Don't know

Base: all respondents in England (795). Q25: How likely or unlikely is your organisation to do each of the following in the next 6 months… Note: data labels <4% not shown.

39% of those whose water 
bills represent 6-10% of 
running costs say they are 
likely to choose a new supplier 
and switch in the next 6 months.

Half (50%) of those who are 
dissatisfied with their retailer
say they are likely to choose a 
new supplier and switch within 
the next 6 months.

Those who have received 
support from their water
retailer during Covid-19 are
significantly more likely to say 
they are likely to negotiate a 
better price / contact with 
their existing retailer in the next 
6 months than those who didn’t 
receive support (47% cf. 33%)
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6. Indicative comparisons 
to previous waves
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Indicative comparisons: introduction

The 2020 survey broadly replicated the 
2018 survey and was intended to provide 
a like for like comparison on key metrics 
with previous iterations of the survey.

However, the project timelines coincided with the outbreak 
of the Covid-19 pandemic, and the subsequent lockdowns 
implemented by the UK government in March and 
November 2020 and January 2021. 

Each of these lockdowns required a number of sectors 
and industries in England and Wales to close, and in each 
lockdown large numbers of employees across most sectors 
were placed on furlough, and this has meant that trend 
analysis with the data collected in 2020/21 is not likely to 
provide a true like for like comparison with previous 
Testing the Waters surveys.

The original project scope was to conduct 2,300 interviews 
with business customers via a Computer Assisted 
Telephone Interview (CATI) between April and August 
2020. However, in the event, this was not feasible. As 
such, 1,000 interviews were conducted (via CATI) between 
7th July 2020 and 18th January 2021. 

The comparisons shown on the following slides are 
therefore indicative, and should be treated with 
caution.
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93%
87%

73%

87% 88%

70%

91%
87%
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Service satisfaction
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There are no significant differences in satisfaction across water, sewerage and retail services 
between 2018 and 2020. From 2016 to 2018 satisfaction in water services fell significantly, but no 
other significant differences are observed.

2016 2018 2020

Q05_1: Thinking now about water supplied to this site for offices, toilets, or business processes, overall, how satisfied or dissatisfied are 
you with the water supply for this site?/Q05_2: Thinking now about the sewerage services provided for this site, overall, how satisfied or 
dissatisfied are you with your sewerage services? / Q28: How satisfied or dissatisfied are you with [RETAILER’S] services?

2016 2018 2020 2016* 2018 2020

Significantly higher/lower than comparator

Note: 2016 was before retail services opened up 

to the majority of business customers in England
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Value for money
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Perceptions of the value for money of sewerage services have increased 
significantly since 2016. Otherwise, perceptions remain stable.

2016 2018 2020 2016 2018 2020

Q03: How satisfied or dissatisfied are you with the value for money of…

Significantly higher/lower than comparator

Larger businesses (+50 
staff) are less satisfied 
with the value for money 
of their water supply (55%)



43

6

-20

11

-7

Likelihood to recommend
Q

U
A

N
T

I
T

A
T

I
V

E
 R

E
S

E
A

R
C

H

The Net Promoter Score (NPS) – the proportion of customers who rate their likelihood to recommend as a 9 
or 10, minus the proportion of customers who rate their likelihood to recommend as a 0-6 - for retail 
services remains negative in 2020/21 but does show some signs of improvement since 2018.

2018 2020 2018 2020

Q14: How likely would you be to recommend [WATER SERVICE] for the clean water supply services they provide? Please answer on a scale of 0-10 where 10 is extremely likely and 0 is not at all 
likely / Q31: How likely would you be to recommend [RETAILER] to others? Please answer on a scale of 0 -10, where 10 is extremely likely and 0 is not at all likely
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51%

Caring for customers
Q

U
A

N
T

I
T

A
T

I
V

E
 R

E
S

E
A

R
C

H

Customers are more likely to agree that their retail provider cares about 
the service it gives to customers in 2020/21 than in 2018 (51% cf. 45%). 
There is no change in perceptions of water providers caring between 2018 
and 2020/21.

2016 2018 2020 2016 2018 2020

Q11: How much do you agree or disagree that [WATER SERVICE PROVIDER] cares about the service it gives to business customers? / Q26: How much do you agree or disagree that [RETAILER] 
cares about the service it gives to business customers? 

N/A

Significantly higher/lower than comparator

Larger businesses (+50 
staff) are more likely to 
think their water provider 
cares about the service they 
give (59%) 
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Trust in water service providers has increased from 2018 and is now 
in line with the 2016 level. For retail services, levels of trust have also 
increased from 2018.

2016 2018 2020 2016 2018 2020

Q13: How much do you trust [WATER SERVICE PROVIDER]? Please give a score on a scale of 1 -10, where 10 means that you trust them completely and 1 means that you don’t trust them at all? 
/Q30: How much do you trust [RETAILER]? Please give a score on a scale of 1-10, where 10 means that you trust them completely and 1 means that you don’t trust them at all? 

N/A

Significantly higher/lower than comparator

No significant differences 
in perceptions of trust by 
company size
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Percentage saving required to switch (England)
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Customers are more likely to switch for a saving of 0-5% in 2020 than they were in 2016 (27% cf. 11%).

Significantly higher/lower than comparator
Base: all respondents in England aware of the ability to switch who have taken action but not yet switched (78). Q23: Could 
you tell me the main reason you have chosen not to switch? / Q24:What percentage level of saving on your water and 
sewerage charges would prompt / prompted your business to switch service provider?  

11%
19%

27%

23%

27%
20%

17%

18% 14%

17%

16%

11%

23%

15%

16%

9%
5%

13%

2016 2018 2020

Would only switch
for service

Would not switch

Would switch for
more than 20%

Would switch for
11-20%

Would switch for 6-
10%

Would switch for 0-
5%
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7. England vs. Wales 
comparisons
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England Wales

Q03_1: satisfaction with value for money of water services (% agree) 74% 81%

Q03_2: satisfaction with value for money of sewerage services (% agree) 75% 84%

Q07: water saving action taken (% taken some measures) 46% 39%

Q11: water services provider cares about the service it gives its customers (% agree) 52% 69%

Q13: trust in water services provider (% 9-10; trust completely) 37% 55%

Q14: likelihood to recommend water services provider (% 9-10; promoters) 39% 60%

Q26: retailer cares about the service it gives its customers (% agree) 50% 74%

Q27: bills are clear and easy to understand (% agree) 78% 87%

Q28: overall satisfaction with retailer (% satisfied) 68% 85%

Q30: trust in retailer (% 9-10; trust completely) 33% 54%

Q31: likelihood to recommend retailer (% 9-10; promoters) 29% 54%

Q32: contacted retailer in last 12 months? (% yes) 23% 11%

Q37: support from retailer during lockdown? (% yes) 22% 16%

England vs. Wales: significant differences

Significantly higher/lower than comparator
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8. Conclusions
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Conclusions

Almost a third (31%) of customers report Covid-19 having had a severe impact on their business, 
forcing them to re-evaluate their plans for the future. For those businesses most severely affected, the 
primary focus was on reducing overheads as far as possible, and taking advantage of all government support 
on offer (including furlough etc.). The businesses who were most severely affected by Covid-19 measures were 
less likely to be satisfied with their overall service and value for money than businesses that were less severely 
affected.

Businesses reported a mixed picture in relation to proactive support received from suppliers, 
providers and landlords during Covid-19. Overall, banks and other financial services providers were 
thought to have been the best at offering proactive support, followed by telecoms and utilities providers, 
including water. And where the offer of support was received it was most often through email or letter.

Just over a fifth (22%) of businesses recall having contact from their water company offering 
support or information during Covid-19. Businesses severely impacted by Covid-19 were more likely to 
recall having received some information or support than those minimally impacted, but this was often by email 
or letter and as a result few felt that retailers had gone ‘above and beyond’ in their support. Despite this, 
businesses that recalled some form of proactive contact from their retailer were more likely to have high levels 
of trust in their providers and to agree that their providers care about the service they provide. 
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Conclusions

Generally, businesses that received contact, information or support from their water company 
during Covid-19 recall it being during the first lockdown, with little or nothing after that. For some 
businesses that looked for information or support themselves, confusion over the role of retailers and 
wholesalers looks to have caused some additional issues.

Overall, there is little appetite from customers to receive more information from their retailers, but 
there is a need to be able to get quick and efficient access to help and support when it’s needed. 
Some businesses found that when they needed to contact their retailer during Covid-19 they were subjected to 
excessive waiting times on the phone, or that they were not able to get through to anyone at all, and that 
additional contact attempts by email went unanswered.

The majority of business customers agree that their water provider(s) care for customers, but for 
the majority the relationship is purely transactional, with little or no emotional attachment.

The majority are satisfied with all aspects of their water service provision, but customers are 
significantly more likely to be satisfied with their water provider than their retail provider. This also 
extends to likelihood to recommend and trust, and is driven – at least in part – by the lower brand awareness 
of retailers (in England) than wholesalers, and in some cases, poor contact and customer service experience.
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Conclusions

Over half of business customers in England are aware of the ability to switch their retail provider, 
and/or renegotiate their contract with their existing provider. Among those who are aware, almost a 
quarter have switched, but just over half have taken no action, usually because they see no obvious benefits to 
switching – especially among SMEs.

Customers are beginning to expect or want a lower level of saving on their bill to prompt them to 
consider switching – with over a quarter now saying a saving of up to 5% would prompt them to 
switch compared to just over a tenth in 2016. However, the proportion of customers who would only 
switch due to service reasons has also increased.

Customers in Wales are significantly more satisfied with their overall service provision than 
customers in England. This extends to several other measures including value for money, trust, 
likelihood to recommend and the extent to which providers care about their service offering. 
However, customers in England are more likely to have been proactively contacted by their retailer during 
Covid-19.

The majority of customers across England and Wales are satisfied with their overall service 
provision. But where customers are dissatisfied it tends to be driven by water quality issues, problems with 
sewers/drains and poor customer service.
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9. Appendix 1: setting the 
scene, background and 
objectives
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Additional context: setting the scene

The 2020 survey broadly replicated the 
2018 survey (with some minor changes 
and updates) and was intended to 
provide a like for like comparison on key 
metrics with 2018, and (where possible) 
earlier iterations as well.

However, the original project timelines for the 2020 
Testing the Waters survey coincided with the outbreak of 
the Covid-19 pandemic, and the subsequent lockdowns 
implemented by the UK government in March and 
November 2020 and January 2021. 

Each of these lockdowns required a number of sectors 
and industries in England and Wales to close, and in each 
lockdown large numbers of employees across most sectors 
were placed on furlough, and this has meant that trend 
analysis with the data collected in 2020/21 is not likely to 
provide a true like for like comparison with previous 
Testing the Waters surveys.

The 2020 iteration of the Testing the Waters survey is 
therefore, largely, treated as a standalone project, 
designed to give a snapshot of customer perceptions 
and sentiment during the Covid-19 pandemic. To further 
support this objective, depth interviews were added to 
give additional context to the quantitative findings. In 
total, 20 telephone depth interviews were conducted with 
businesses in March and April 2021, with the aim of 
understanding – from customers – what the impact of 
Covid-19 had been on their business generally, and how 
their water and utilities accounts had been managed 
during this time.

The original quantitative project scope was to conduct 
2,300 interviews with business customers via a Computer 
Assisted Telephone Interview (CATI) between April and 
August 2020. However, in the event, this was not feasible. 
As such, 1,000 interviews were conducted (via CATI) 
between 7th July 2020 and 18th January 2021. 



55

Additional context: background and objectives

The research objectives were to 
measure and track key measures 
(shown below) among business 
customers in England and Wales:

• Business customer perceptions of the value for 
money across all aspects of their water and 
sewerage services

• Business customer satisfaction with all aspects of 
their water and sewerage service delivery, 
including:

• Satisfaction with supplier attitude towards their 
business (the extent to customers believe providers 
care about their customers); satisfaction with any 
contact experiences over the past 12 months, and; 
likelihood to recommend providers

• Business’ experience of the retail market (where 
applicable), including:

• Awareness of the market, retailers and where to 
find information

• Experiences of switching (where applicable), and 
future switching intentions

The original project scope was to conduct 2,300 
interviews with business customers via a Computer 
Assisted Telephone Interview (CATI) between April 
and August 2020. However, in the event, the Covid-
19 pandemic meant that this target was not 
feasible. As such, 1,000 interviews were conducted 
(via CATI) between 7th July 2020 and 18th January 
2021. 

In January 2021 – when England and Wales were 
both in their 3rd lockdown, and significant numbers 
of businesses remained closed due to lockdown 
restrictions – it was decided that interviewing should 
stop, and that an alternative approach to concluding 
the research should be taken.

The approach taken from January 2021 was to take 
the data collected and to weight it to the overall 
business population of England and Wales combined, 
and England and Wales separately.
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9. Appendix 2: methodology
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Methodology (1)

A section of the report providing indicative 
comparisons with previous years’ tracking data is 
included, but any comparisons should be treated 
with caution.

The sample consisted of businesses, charities, and 
public sector organisations in England and Wales 
who (ordinarily) operate from a dedicated business 
premises6 and are billed directly for their water 
and/or sewerage services. 

The questionnaire was reviewed and minor 
changes to the 2018 survey were made. Two 
questions about Covid-197 were included and asked 
to all respondents. 
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5 17 of the 20 depth interviews were conducted with businesses who had taken part in the quantitative research. An additional 3 interviews were sourced from a panel provider. The three additional interviews 
were screened to make sure they met the criteria of the qualitative element.
6 During the fieldwork period, a significant number of businesses were required to have staff work from home wherever possible. Businesses who had (temporarily) transitioned to a work from home policy but 
still retained a business premises were still eligible to take part.
7 The first question in relation to Covid-19 was “Since the UK went into lockdown on 23rd March 2020, has your water retailer contacted you to offer any support or information, relating to billing 
arrangements?; Yes / No / Don’t know” and the second was “Which of the following statements best reflects your organisation’s future outlook with regards to Covid-19?; Covid-19 has had a minimal effect on 
our business, and we are continuing to plan as normal / Covid-19 had an effect on our business during lockdown, but we are planning for the future as normal / Covid-19 has had a severe effect on our business 
and we are having to re-evaluate our plans for the future / don’t know or prefer not to say”

After consultation between CCW and 
DJS Research it was decided that 
due to the significantly different 
context in which the 2020 survey 
was conducted and the reduced 
sample size, it should be viewed as a 
snap shot of customer views in an 
exceptional time, rather than as a 
pure tracking survey.

A qualitative element was added to better 
understand the experiences of businesses at this 
time. Twenty in-depth telephone interviews were 
conducted with businesses5 with the objective of 
understanding experiences during Covid-19, and 
more specifically experiences of the service provided 
by water providers.
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Methodology (2)
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Following the conclusion of fieldwork, weighting 
was applied to the data. The data weighting relies 
on three key questions:

• Water region (wholesale / WaSC region)

• Business size

• Business sector

The plan was to weight within water wholesale (or 
WaSC) region to match the eligible business 
population in terms of size and sector (and to match 
the 2018 weighting approach); however, due to the 
reduced sample size, weighting is applied at a broad 
region level in order to give a large enough base to 
avoid the use of extreme weighting factors.

Weights are calculated for each respondent taking 
into account (broad) region, sector and size, and are 
calculated against the eligible business population8.

Two weights are applied to the data, as shown to the 
right:

1. Weight 1 is a weight that ensures the total 
sample is representative of the England and 
Wales business population across regions, size 
and sector;

a) Due to the sample achieved, this ‘down-
weights’ the Welsh respondents so that 
these businesses account for c.5% of the 
total eligible businesses to match the 
overall England and Wales profile

2. Weight two is a weight that ensures that the 
Wales sample reflects the profile of Welsh 
businesses and that the England sample reflects 
the profile of English businesses

Throughout the report, weight 1 is used for total and 
sub-group data, and weight 2 is used for 
comparisons between England and Wales.

8: The eligible business population is calculated by first taking business population statistics from the ONS (source: https://www.ons.gov.uk/releases/ukbusinessactivitysizeandlocation2020) and 
then using eligibility statistics from the previous Testing the Waters survey in 2018, conducted by ORS (source: https://www.ccwater.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/Data-report-Testing-
the-Waters-Business-customers-views-on-their-water-and-sewerage-services-2018-1.pdf)

https://www.ons.gov.uk/releases/ukbusinessactivitysizeandlocation2020
https://www.ccwater.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/Data-report-Testing-the-Waters-Business-customers-views-on-their-water-and-sewerage-services-2018-1.pdf
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Methodology (3)

Interpreting the data: throughout 
this report significant differences 
between sub-groups (e.g. England 
vs. Wales) are noted.

Where significant differences are noted, it is at a 95% 
confidence interval, meaning that there is a 95% 
probability that the difference is truly significant.

When comparing 2020/21 data with previous years’ 
in section 4, significant differences are mentioned in 
the associated commentary, but are not shown/marked 
as significant on the charts/graphs themselves, owing 
to the different approach and background context to 
this iteration of the survey.

Please note that where percentages do not add up to 
100% this may be due to rounding, or as a result of 
a question where multiple responses were permitted.

Low base sizes (<50) are noted on each slide where 
applicable. 

When navigating this report, slides with a grey bar to 
the right-hand side denote introductory or explanatory 
slides, slides with a blue bar to the right-hand side denote 
quantitative data from the CATI survey, and slides with 
a pink bar to the right-hand side denote qualitative 
findings from the tele-depth interviews.
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Methodology (4)

Qualitative research: twenty 30-40 minute in-depth telephone interviews with eligible business customers 
were conducted after the quantitative survey had closed. Respondents were recruited to four distinct groups:

Across each group, a mix of businesses were recruited 
by region and size, and where possible sector as well.

Group 1: customers who had been severely impacted 
by Covid-19 restrictions and had been forced to close 
during at least one lockdown (tended to be hospitality, 
arts and entertainment and retail).

Group 2: customers who had to significantly change 
their working practices during Covid-19, for example 
moving to working from home (tended to be 
professional services).

Group 3: customers who had continued to conduct 
business largely as normal during Covid-19 (tended to 
be manufacturing, construction, essential retail and 
public sector).

Group 4: customers who had contacted their 
water wholesaler during Covid-19 (a cross-section 
of businesses).
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7. Appendix 3: questionnaire
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Questionnaire
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