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Purpose: 
The purpose of this Technical Annex is to accompany SRN03 Customer Acceptability Chapter of the main 
business plan. It provides additional information and context on the areas listed below. 
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Introduction:  
Line of Sight - Overview to key areas of our 2025-2030 Plan based on customer feedback 
 
Section 1: Index to Customer Engagement  
 

◼ Index – this provides a full index of the main insight and engagement reports used in the 

development of the business plan. These reports have been shared through a portal used 

across water companies. This portal allows us to share vital research between companies.  

 
Section 2: Customer Engagement Approach – Always on Engagement  
 
This section provides additional information on some key parts of our continuous insight programme. 

◼ 2.1 - 12 Principles of Engagement  

◼ 2.2 - Definition of a customer 

◼ 2.3 - Customer segmentation  

◼ 2.4 - Data analysis sources  

 
Section 3: Methodologies – Examples for Business Plan Engagement  
 
This section provides additional information on the methodologies, sample, and approach for some key 
engagement at PR24. The Example projects are those used in the Customer Engagement Chapter of the 
business plan. 

◼ 3.1 Customer Panels 

◼ 3.2 Examples projects - Bespoke research programmes 

◼ 3.3 AAT 

◼ 3.4 Triangulation  

 
Section 4: Lessons Learnt from Customers  
 
This section provides additional information on lessons learnt from customers during the business plan 
customer engagement. 

◼ 4.1 Foundational insight – common themes 

◼ 4.2 Priorities 

◼ 4.21 The difference between a priority and an area of improvement 

◼ 4.22 How priorities have changed over time 

◼ 4.23 Priority Levels  

◼ 4.24 How Priorities Differ Compare to National and Other Water Companies 

◼ 4.3 Summary Feedback on each of the Priorities 

◼ 4.4 Satisfaction as a driver of support 

◼ 4.5 Affordability 

◼ 4.51 Social Tariff 

◼ 4.52 Tariffs 

◼ 4.6 The Environment 

 
Section 5: Assurance and Challenge  
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This section provides additional information on the four components of our assurance programme to 
customer engagement.  
 

◼ 5.1 Customer and Communities Challenge Group 

◼ 5.2 Independent Climate and Environment Group  

◼ 5.3 Customers  

◼ 5.4 External quality assurance & advice 

 

Introduction: Line of Sight - Overview to key areas of our 2025-
2030 Plan based on customer feedback 

As discussed in the Customer Engagement Chapter of our main business plan, the use of insight to drive 
decisions is what we do every day. We have been engaging with customers throughout the development of 
the 20205-2030 plan and acting on that insight. There are some foundational insights we have heard from 
customers (see section 4.1 of this annex), that help set the boundaries of our 2025-2030 plan:  
 

◼ We have a new management team with a measurable 2023-2025 turnaround plan focuses 

on the key areas to customers 

◼ We are using innovative trials to tackle storm overflows now with root cause natural 

solutions, so we learn for 2025-2030 

◼ We are digitalising our networks and using our Pathfinder trials to collaborate on tackling 

storm overflows  

◼ We have provided further equity from shareholders (£1.5bn) to improve performance on 

what matters to our customers now (2020-2025) to set us up for 2025-2030 

◼ We are better using insight to help better communicate our business plan investment bill 

impacts once we have the final determination 

◼ We have enhanced our communication team with new engagement tools and developed a 

reputation rebuild strategy to help engage with our customers and stakeholders 

◼ Our Water Resources Management Plan worked with customers to build a blend of 

solutions that use what we have now, address the root cause of scarcity with new sources 

and collaboration with neighbouring water companies 

◼ We changed the shape of our proposed bill profile based on the feedback from customers 

through our acceptability testing. This was to ensure we could keep bills as low as possible 

to support customers through the cost of living crisis 

 
Throughout the decisions we make there are strategic considerations which need to be balanced with the 
insight we hear from customers. The table below helps to highlight key example areas where you can see 
the feedback from customers driving our decisions. 
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Section 2: Customer Engagement Approach – 
Always on Engagement 

2.1 Customer Participation Principles 

Five years ago, in October 2018, we launched our Customer Participation Strategy. The strategy was 

developed with our Customer Challenge Group from PR19 and endorsed with our board and executive team. 

The strategy focuses on 12 key principles which are applied in our approach to insight.  

 
Figure 3: Customer Participation Principles: 

 
1. Integration – taking the various learning / insight into a centralised team who lead on the holistic 

view of our customers and stakeholders 
 

2. Shared Planning – forward look at our engagement activity (individual plans, ladder into a wider 6-
12 month plan of headline activity) 

 
3. Innovate our processes / approaches (to trial new approaches & ideas) – seek to innovate in 

our own ways of working, new approaches and take some risk to try new things to progress. If we 
fail, we fail fast and earn from it 

 
4. Co-creation and co-design from the onset – whether it be with internal teams, customers, 

stakeholders, partners etc. (as early as possible for development ideas) 
 

5. Collaborative – sessions to bring all together / governance, through cross-functional working 
internally and with other water companies/ industry. (such as wider sharing sessions, planning 
updates or targeted deep dives) 

 
6. Inclusion – we recognise the different audiences and specialisms they bring, and work across the 

whole engagement framework to ensure we have dialogue across them and bring those together 
through our collaborative approach 

7. One Voice (Triangulation) – we use our model to integrate insight sources together, to present one 
view, that can be layered down to individual audiences (as relevant) and is accurately weighted 
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8. Two way dialogue – follow up on engagement, tailored to the right level for the activity (for example, 
it might be a link to find out more about what’s happening, a reconvened workshop 6 months later or 
monthly updates on progress or a simple sum up to manage expectations of what’s happening next, 
reporting back on how what they have said has shaped decisions) 

 
9. Partnering - with the right agencies, at the right level (efficient working, bringing in expertise) closer 

working, longer term and consistent rather than narrowed siloed engagement 
 

10. Iterative approach – it’s not just about co-delivering but learning as we go. We adopt a test & learn 
approach, trials, re-engagement etc.) 

 
11. External / expert / challenge groups – shared ownership of how we best work with these partners, 

to ensure we’re providing a holistic view of our activities and capturing feedback that is applied by all 
 

12. Comparative learning - External markets / Water companies we look at best in class from other 
companies and industries and see how we can apply 

 
Shared framework for assessing delivery – across all our activity, we have a simple framework we can 
use to ensure our engagement is delivering against these: 
 

◼ Benefit lead – what is in it for the customer / stakeholder (e.g. money saving, peace of mind, 

personal interest, delivery of stakeholder objectives, etc.) 

◼ Transparent / Honest / Clarity – engages in a way that is clear and transparent for what is involved, 

in laypersons terms 

◼ Personalised / Tailored – talks to you as an individual / group  

◼ Tangible / Guarantees – provide tangibility to what’s involved, next steps, what’s needed etc. 

◼ Ease / Proactive – we do the hard work for them, making it easy to engage 

◼ Simplicity – processes, steps (less is more!) 
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Figure 4: The Methods of Insight: 
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2.2 Definition of a Customer  

We define our customers as anyone who benefits or has a role to play within the services we provide. This 

includes bill paying households and businesses, future customers, vulnerable audiences, those from more 

diverse cultures, stakeholders and our wider communities.  

 

Figure 5: A Southern Water Customer: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Our insight programme followed our principles to be as inclusive as possible through our PR24 customer 
engagement. In all areas we try to ensure a representative spread across demographics and our region. To 
help ensure we representation we also look at ensuring representation from several broader audiences: 
 

◼ 2.2.1 Household customers (figures 4-7) – which we also have a customer segmentation (see 

section 2.3) 

◼ 2.2.2 Customers in vulnerable circumstances (figures 8-10) 

◼ 2.2.3 Non-household customers (figures 11-14) 

◼ 2.2.4 Future customers (figures 15-17) 

 
 
Using a robust synthesis process, we created short summary infographics to help us understand the 
uniqueness and differences across these customer audiences. Examples from our analysis are shown 
below. 
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2.2.1 Household Customers - Summary 

 

Figure 6: Overview to our Household Customers: 

 
 
Figure 7: Overview to our Household Customers: 
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Figure 8: Overview to our Household Customers: 

 
 

Figure 9: Overview to our Household Customers: 
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2.2.2 Customers in Vulnerable Circumstances – Summary 

Figure 10: Overview to our Customers in Vulnerable Circumstances: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 11: Overview to our Customers in Vulnerable Circumstances: 
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Figure 12: Overview to our Customers in Vulnerable Circumstances: 

 
2.2.3 Non-Household Customers - Summary 

Figure 13: Overview to our Non-Household Customers: 
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Figure 14: Overview to our Non-Household Customers: 

 
 
Figure 15: Overview to our Non-Household Customers: 
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Figure 16: Overview to our Non-Household Customers: 

 
 
2.2.4 Future Customers - Summary 

Figure 17: Overview to our Future Customers: 
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Figure 18: Overview to our Future Customers: 

 
 
Figure 19: Overview to our Future Customers: 
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2.3 Customer Segmentation 

 
For our household customers we also use a segmentation that helps to group customers by behaviour and 
attitudes. This helps in recruitment of research to ensure we represent the different segments we engage, but 
also in our day-to-day work. For example, we have used these segments to tailor messaging through behaviour 
change communications on water efficiency. Each segment has its own unique infographic used to explain 
some of their characteristics. However, below is an overview to the segments and the main drivers of 
differences (known as factors).  
 
For further detail, please see reports included from the index: 

• SRN14 Section 1: Index, 147 - Customer Segmentation - Meet your segments - Nov '21 
 

Figure 20: Overview to our Attitudinal Customer Segmentation: 

 

Figure 21: Overview to our Attitudinal Customer Segmentation: 
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2.4 Data Analysis Sources 

The use of wider data sources is a central part of our always on insight programme. This covers a range of 
different areas and helps us to better understand what matters to our customers. Some of the key sources of 
data we have used in the development of our PR24 business plan include: 
 

◼ Regional analysis – use of demographic data and ethnographic research to understand 

the differences across 14 main population areas.  

◼ Media tracking – the use of media, social media and campaign data. This includes 

sentiment tracking, social listening and exploring responses to communication channels.  

◼ Customer data – the use of complaints, contact / interactions and Environmental 

Information Requests to understand real impacts to customers.  We look at data such as 

complaints / contacts to understand how external factors influence these measures (e.g. 

weather or media) and how our performance impacts across events or regional differences.  

◼ Performance data – we look at Southern Water performance against targets and other 

water companies to help understand where the differences can drive priorities to 

customers.  

◼ External data – working with other data sources such as the institute of customer service, 

published reports (e.g. Experian, Ipsos) 

◼ Industry research – sharing with other water companies and using published reports from 

Ofwat and CCW (such as Water Matters or cost of living tracking reports) 

 
An example output from this wider analysis is included below.  

 
For further detail, please see some example reports included from the index: 
 

◼ SRN14 Section 1: Index, 3- Customer Complaints-July 23 v2 

◼ SRN14 Section 1: Index, 13 - UKCSI-Excel Resource Pack-Jan '23 

◼ SRN14 Section 1: Index, 9 - Outcome industry comparison-2021-22 

◼ SRN14 Section 1: Index, 22- Customer Interactions 2023 3rd level 

◼ SRN14 Section 1: Index, 23- Social Media - July '23 
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2.4.1 Regional Analysis  

 
Figure 22: Example of our 14 regional summaries, taken from our Voice of Customer Summary: 

 

 
 
Figure 23: Example of our 14 regional summaries, taken from our Voice of Customer Summary: 
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Figure 24: Example of our 14 regional summaries, taken from our Voice of Customer Summary: 

 

 
 
 

Figure 25: Example of our 14 regional summaries, taken from our Voice of Customer Summary: 
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Figure 26: Example of our 14 regional summaries, taken from our Voice of Customer Summary: 

 
 
 
Figure 27: Example of our 14 regional summaries, taken from our Voice of Customer Summary: 
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Section 3: Methodologies – Examples for 
Business Plan Engagement 

 

3.1 Customer Panels 

Over 145 customers have been part of the panels. We want to further improve by ensuring greater two-way 
dialogue, robustly demonstrating to these customers their positive impact. We introduced panels to represent 
our different audiences, which include households, future customers, businesses, those in vulnerable 
circumstances and more diverse cultures. Methodology and sample information from each panel is included 
below. 
 
For further detail, please see reports included from the index: 

◼ SRN14 Section 1: Index, 200a - Water Futures 2030 Pilot Phase Summary - April '21 to 

200y - Water Futures 2030 - July '23 

◼ SRN14 Section 1: Index, Futures Panel Reports (Wave 1 to 9) 

◼ SRN14 Section 1: Index, 202a - Vulnerable Customer Research Wave 1 to 202c - 

Vulnerable Customer Research Wave 3 - June '23 

◼ SRN14 Section 1: Index, 203a - NHC Panel Wave 1 Report - July '22 to 203c - NHC W3 

Report - June '23 

◼ SRN14 Section 1: Index, 175 - WF2030 Diverse Cultures Engagement Summary - Aug '23 

 
The panels we have used are: 

◼ 3.1.1 Household customer panel 

◼ 3.1.2 Future customer panel 

◼ 3.1.3 Business customer panel 

◼ 3.1.4 Vulnerable customer panel 

◼ 3.1.5 Diverse Culture Community Leaders Panel 

 
We asked an independent research company who run our household panel to provide their feedback on the 
use of a panel approach. Their feedback was as follows9: 
 
Approach and Robustness 
 

◼ Offering collaboration and versatility: Including and involving the internal teams and 

stakeholders throughout, as well as building in findings from other agencies and panels has 

allowed for cross-fertilisation of learnings. This is achieved through a range of approaches 

which we adapt as needed, such as insight overnight, virtual groups and depths, co-

creation, online activities, video etc. 

◼ Quality over quantity: n=40 participants is the sweet spot between a broad sample but 

also maintaining high engagement over a period of time. This also allows Relish to be on 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
9 200x - Water Futures 2030 Relish Feedback on the Approach - Sep '23 
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first name terms with customers and customers feel that they are close to the research and 

making a real difference. 

◼ Deliberative and longitudinal: This starts from a point of very little knowledge and builds 

up slowly over time; this has the added benefit customers feeling that their contributions 

increasingly make a difference. 

 
◼ Challenging not cheerleading: This deliberative approach also leads to customers being 

able to confidently and credibly challenge Southern Water and their plans, rather than 

becoming ‘cheerleaders’ or simply repeating media narrative. 

◼ Going above and beyond: We often have found that because of this quality over quantity, 

customers go above and beyond, giving much more considered and detailed responses 

than we otherwise may have seen. 

 
Reflective of Other Audiences 
 

◼ Diverse audiences: We included not only vulnerable, but also culturally diverse customers 

to broadly reflect diversity across the region (e.g. representation from the Polish 

community), but also focus on some who have religious/cultural practices that involve 

specific use of water (e.g. Muslim, Hindu, Jewish). 

◼ Hub and Spoke approach: Reaching out to friends and family members of our customers 

both increases the sample size when needed, but importantly brings in the voice of the less 

informed ‘everyday’ customer. 

◼ Informed vs. uninformed views: As well as this hub and spoke approach, we also 

undertook quantitative waves of activity, to validate and confirm findings or nuances with 

the broader customer base. 

 
3.1.1 Household Panel  

 
Figure 28: Overview to the approach for the Customer Household Panel: 
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Figure 29: Overview to the approach for the Customer Household Panel: 

 
 
 
Figure 30: Overview to the approach for the Customer Household Panel: 
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Figure 31: Overview to the approach for the Customer Household Panel: 

 
 
 
Figure 32: Overview to the approach for the Customer Household Panel: 
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Figure 33: Overview to the approach for the Customer Household Panel: 

 
 

 
3.1.2 Future Customer Panel  

 
40 future customers to represent our region. 9 waves of since November 2020. A spread of demographics and 
ages (14+yrs at school, further education and first time bill payers). Engagement included plenary sessions to 
help guide younger people to through the tasks, online communities and focus groups. 

 
This young person’s group enables us to understand and therefore act on building the preferred water future 
for generations to come. 
 
Our primary objective: 
 

◼ Develop an enduring process of engagement with young people to inform decision-making 

and communications with future customers 

 
Additional objectives: 
 

◼ Understand future customers’ priorities and preferences 

◼ Track and monitor changing behaviours and trends with this audience 

◼ Help drive positive impact on our reputation by adding credibility to our long term decision 

making 

◼  Be proactive with what our customers want from their future  

◼ Gain a stronger understanding of how we can better engage with young people 

◼ Innovate and embrace new ways of working – readiness for the future 

◼ Deliver powerful and accessible content to share internally and externally  

 
This group forms a panel from different ages, life stages and backgrounds, who come together to address 
future climate, environment and water industry challenges. Not only looking ahead to 2030 but beyond into 
2050. This group enhances our engagement capability by allowing us to have an open, continuous and 
meaningful conversation with customers of the future. 
 
Part of our purpose is making sure our sample reflects the diversity of our customers and we strive to ensure 
it is as inclusive and diverse from cultures and backgrounds across our region. Our panel comprises of around 
36 participants, and we have included a breakdown below.  
 
For specific waves of research, we have also been able to support other water companies. For example, we 
collaborated with Portsmouth Water to understand young people’s reaction to their draft drought plan – this 
meant we recruited an additional sample from their area of operation to support their insight needs. 
 
There is a level of flexibility with our youth panel as it now forms part of our BAU insight programmes and will 
be a fundamental element to our PR24 engagement with customers. One of our reasons for partnering with 
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Britain Thinks was because of their wealth of experience in engaging younger audiences, as well as their 
innovative and collaborative ways of working – they really echo our values, which shines through in the 
conversations they have with young people. 
 

Figure 34: Overview to the approach for the Future Customer Panel: 

 

 
 
Figure 35: Overview to the approach for the Future Customer Panel: 
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Figure 36: Overview to the approach for the Future Customer Panel: 

 

 
 
3.1.3 Business Customer Panel  

40 businesses responsible for water at their business. (20 from businesses reliant on water for their end-
product, 20 wider water users). A range of industries and smaller to medium businesses. 3 waves since May 
2022. Engagement included depth interviews and online tasks to allow for detailed discussions on business 
impacts. 
 
Following a successful pilot, Southern Water commissioned Britain Thinks in May 2022 to launch the first full 
wave of their Non-Household Customer Panel. This research will use a programme of deliberative engagement 
to inform them about the water industry and explore business views on Southern Water.  
 

Figure 37: Overview to the approach for the Business Customer Panel: 
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3.1.5 Diverse Culture Community Leaders Panel  

 
10 community leaders and stakeholders who represent communities from diverse cultures, where English 
isn’t their first language. Community representatives as an approach was selected after a trial in 2021 that 
engaged with households where English wasn’t their first language. 5 waves since April 2022. Engagement 
was through in-depth and small groups to allow for deep diving into specific needs of the audience. 
 
Approach and Participation 
 
As part of the Water Futures 2030 longitudinal panel, Relish has been convening some representatives of 
diverse communities to ensure feedback from those who wouldn’t ordinarily take part in research is heard, 
and to periodically review output from the panel.  The wider aim of the WF2030 panel is to ensure that 
Southern Water have been building PR24 planning outward from the customer perspective and always 
including the voice of the customer at every stage throughout.   
 
A total of 10 representatives have been engaged, though after the initial session a group of 6 customers from 
one community was reduced to 2, and sadly another participant has recently deceased.  The customers who 
have been part of this engagement represent the following groups: 
 

• The Chinese community in Hastings 

• The BME, asylum seeker and critical migrant community in West Sussex 

• The Asian community in Eastleigh 

• The Pakistani community in Southampton 

• The Nepalese community in South Hampshire  
 
Benefits of Approach 
 
The benefits of the WF2030 Diverse Cultures engagement have been to ensure the WF2030 research 
programme is reaching out to and including the views of those harder to reach groups of customers who 
typically do not participate in research (often because there is a language barrier).  This provides assurance 
that our feedback best reflects a broad spectrum of customers’ views. 

 
 Engagements 
 
To date, there have been 5 x 60-minute waves of depth interviews to review output from the WF2030 
programme of research and feed into PR24 planning.  These sessions were conducted in the following 
months: 

◼ May 2022 

◼ October 2022 

◼ December 2022 

◼ April 2023 

◼ July 2023 

 
4Content Coverage 
 
There follows a full list of content covered in the 5 waves of depth interviews: 

◼ Affordability 

◼ Drought 

◼ Trust 

◼ PR24 pillars 

◼ Longer term plans  

◼ Themes from WF2030 (community, environment, funding, short term action) 

◼ Early views on acceptability, ambition and affordability of PR24 plans 

◼ Innovation fund project (Water Efficiency in Faith and Diverse Communities) 
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Figure 40: Research approach for the long term strategy research: 

(SE = South East Water, PW = Portsmouth Water, WFL = customers who were part of a previous project 
reviewing water resource challenge options for Hampshire) 

Customer Engagement Session – Long Term Strategy 
Held on Zoom, 3rd March 2022, 18:00-19:30 

In attendance 

◼ Southern Water

◼ Relish Research

◼ Britain Thinks

◼ Panellists from Water Futures 2030

◼ Panellists from Water Futures 2050

◼ (Portsmouth Water also observed)

Purpose of the session 

Southern Water wanted to hear directly from an informed group of household and future customers on what 
matters to them and why, as we look ahead not only to 2030 but beyond into the long-term water future.  The 
session was set up as being primarily a listening exercise to really understand what is important to Southern 
Water customers now and in the future.  This is the first time that panellists from Water Futures 2030 
(household customer panel) and Water Futures 2050 (youth panel) have been brought together into a joint 
engagement event.   

Structure of the 90-minute session 

◼ Introductions –On behalf of Southern Water and 2 independent research agencies

◼ Plenary – what matters to young people – via video reel

◼ Plenary – what matters to household customers – via live presentations
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◼ Breakout groups – reflections on what we have heard from Water Futures 2030/50, as 

well as reflections on the pre-read document outlining summaries from the Severn Trent 

and Affinity Water long term strategy statements, and water industry targets 

◼ Sharing session – reporting back from the breakout sessions 

 

From the Breakout Sessions amongst Water Futures 2030 panellists 
 

The following outlines headline discussion points from the 3 x 40-minute breakout sessions held with Water 
Futures 2030 panellists after the 2 x plenaries. 
 

3.2.2 Environmental Ambition 

We heard in our pilot testing of our PR24 plan the concerns around affordability and the importance of the 
environment. So we needed to understand robustly what the right level of ambition was for our customers. We 
used an innovative approach with over 1,600 customers for a 6 stage research sprint to gather the insight 
robustly and quickly for our plan. Our external assurance10 of the final report scored top marks using the Ofwat 
quality assessment framework.  
 
In total we ran 6 stages of this project. Five were run by an intendent research agency. However, we also ran 
a stakeholder workshop with 5 members of our Independent Environment and Climate Group. You can read 
more about this group in section 5.2 of this annex.  
 
Overview to the Environmental Ambition Research Phases 

 
1. Initial qualitative research discussions groups with 12 customers from our household panel and 14 

customers who had been through our Acceptability testing pilot. This followed a best practice approach to 

deliberative research. 

2. Stakeholder workshop with members of our Independent Environment & Climate Change Group to ensure 

the options, language and emerging story were accurate.  

3. Survey with 501 customers to rank and compare options and provided initial ranking.  

4. Conjoint statistical analysis with 1,000 customers to trade-off between options. (including cognitive 

testing).  

5. 165 customers from our Acceptability testing reviewed some options of environmental ambition as part of 

the plan options.  

6. Reconvened 40 customers from our Acceptability testing for deliberative focus groups to review the 

environmental phasing in detail. 

 

For further detail, please see reports included from the index: 

◼ SRN14 Section 1: Index, 107- Environmental Ambition Results FINAL Report - Jun ‘23 

◼ SRN14 Section 1: Index, 148 - Environmental Ambition - Stakeholder Minutes - Mar '23 

◼ SRN14 Section 1: Index, 165 - Environmental Ambition - With initial quant results – Apr ‘23 

◼ SRN14 Section 1: Index, 166- - Environmental Ambition Story So Far - April '23 
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Figure 41: Overview to first two stages of environmental ambition research: 

 
Figure 42: Sample for phase 1 of the environmental ambition research: 
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Figure 43: Key information about the approach for first two stages of the Environmental Ambition 

Research: 

 
 
Figure 44: Overview of phases 3 to 5 of the Environmental Ambition Research: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



SRN14 Customer Insight  

Technical Annex 

 
53 

 

Figure 45: Overview of phases 3 to 5 of the Environmental Ambition Research: 

 
 
Figure 46: Sample to main of the Environmental Ambition Research: 
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Figure 47: Sample approach to final stage of the Environmental Ambition Research: 

 
 
 3.2.3 Water Resilience Strategy 

 
For further detail, please see reports included from the index: 

◼ SRN14 Section 1: Index, 161 - Water Resilience Strategy - Aug '23 

◼ SRN14 Section 1: Index, 201d - Water Futures Quant Wave 4 - Aug '23 

 
Figure 48: Sample approach for the qualitative research on the Water Resilience Strategy: 
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Figure 49: Background for the quantitative research on the Water Resilience Strategy: 

 
 
Figure 50: Sample for the quantitative research on the Water Resilience Strategy: 
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Figure 51: Sample by region the quantitative research on the Water Resilience Strategy: 

 
 

Figure 52: Sample by segment for the quantitative research on the Water Resilience Strategy: 

 
 
3.2.4 Advanced Digestion 

We worked with farmers through a two-stage qualitative and quantitative project to understand their use of 
biosolids and their requirements for bringing in the technology to our treatment sites. We also engaged our 
household panel, to ensure their funding support. 

 
For further detail, please see reports included from the index: 

◼ SRN14 Section 1: Index, 108- Sludge Debrief combined quant and qual Feb 2023 

◼ SRN14 Section 1: Index, 200n - Water Futures 2030 - Report - Oct '22 
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3.2.5 Water Futures 2030 Quantitative Waves 

Four quantitative waves from June 2022 to August 2023 (1,000 customers per wave from an online panel 
provider). The surveys included a core set of questions tracking key trends, perceptions of Southern Water, 
media influence and concerns of the cost of living / affordability. Other topics were identified from our household 
panel feedback, such as diving deeper into wider issues impacting the use of our seas and beaches. 
 
For further detail, please see reports included from the index: 

◼ SRN14 Section 1: Index, 201a - Water Futures Quant Wave 1 - June '22 

◼ SRN14 Section 1: Index, 201b - Water Futures Quant Wave 2 - Dec '22 

◼ SRN14 Section 1: Index, 201c - Water Futures Quant Wave 3 - Mar '22 

◼ SRN14 Section 1: Index, 201d - Water Futures Quant Wave 4 - Aug '23 

 
Below are examples taken from Wave 3, showing the methodology and sample included. 

 
Figure 53: Background for Quantitative Wave 2 of Water Futures 2030: 
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Figure 54: Sample for the Quantitative Wave 2 of Water Futures 2030: 

 
 

Figure 55: Sample by region for the Quantitative Wave 2 of Water Futures 2030: 
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Figure 56: Sample by segments for the Quantitative Wave 2 of Water Futures 2030: 

 
Figure 57: Sample by suppliers for the Quantitative Wave 2 of Water Futures 2030: 
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3.3 Acceptability and Affordability Testing 

Our Acceptability testing followed the Ofwat and CCW guidance. We piloted the approach in early 2023 to 
ensure we met best practice. Our core testing engaged with 165 households, vulnerable, business, and future 
customers. We also included the digitally disengaged and lower income households. This included dual 
customers and wastewater only customers with South East Water. Whilst timings didn’t align to run jointly with 
South East Water, we have both shared bill impacts and findings across companies to provide further 
robustness. We engaged a further 58 waste only project with joint research with Portsmouth Water. 
Additionally, we used the stimulus and approach to engage our household, vulnerable, business, future, and 
diverse culture panels. This helped provide a more robust and inclusive testing of our proposed plan.  

 

Our Affordability testing also followed the guidance, and we had this independently assured.  We engaged 

with over 1,200 dual service households and businesses. These interviews included vulnerable, lower income 

and digitally disengaged customers. Emails and letters were sent to a random sample of customers, with many 

requesting paper copies to complete the survey. As with our Acceptability testing, we also spoke with 661 

households and 112 businesses with a joint project with Portsmouth Water. For our waste only South East 

Water customers we used an online panel and managed to reach 250 customers. We also ran a shadow 

survey with 500 dual customers using a panel methodology. This was to understand any difference between 

approaches, should we wish to re-run the research with changes to our plan in the future. Following the 

completion of the project, we ran a wave of research with our household panel to help better understand the 

results.  

 

In Acceptability and Affordability testing we were careful to ensure stimulus materials were neutral and 

unbiased. All materials went through stages of review and a round of external assurance. The most relevant 

point to note is the company Turnaround plan 2023-2025. This was not presented to customers as we felt it 

could positively influence customer feedback on the 2025-2030 plan. In reconvened groups, following the 

Acceptability testing, we heard from customers that the Turnaround plan was an important piece of the puzzle 

and were reassured by this plan.  

 
For further detail, please see reports included from the index: 

◼ SRN14 Section 1: Index, 207a - FINAL Acceptability and Affordability Presentation - June 

'23 

◼ SRN14 Section 1: Index, 207b - Pilot Acceptability and Affordability Qual Report - Mar '23 

◼ SRN14 Section 1: Index, 207c - FINAL Acceptability (Portsmouth Area) Jun '23 

◼ SRN14 Section 1: Index, 207d - Final Affordability Testing Sep '23 

◼ SRN14 Section 1: Index, 207e - Final Affordability Testing (Portsmouth Area) Sep '23 

◼ SRN14 Section 1: Index, 207f - Shadow Affordability Testing - Aug '23 

◼ SRN14 Section 1: Index, 207g - Final bill profile Affordability Test - Sep '23 

◼ SRN14 Section 1: Index, 207h - Independent Analysis of Satisfaction as a driver of 

Acceptance Sep '23 

◼ SRN14 Section 1: Index, 207i - Household panel review of AAT scores Sep '23 
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In all our testing we made sure results would be comparable for Ofwat. We were careful to ensure that stimulus 
and language met the guidance, especially in areas of impartiality. External assurance provided a final report 
assessing that our research followed the Ofwat guidance.11  

 
◼ “For PR24 Affordability and Acceptability Testing, we have found the approach and 

materials reviewed, for both qualitative and quantitative research, met Ofwat and CCW’s 

prescribed guidance.” 

 
For the external assurance summary on the Acceptability and Affordability Testing, please section 5.4 of this 
annex. 

 
Acceptability Testing – Dual customers and waste only customers from South East Water region. 
Methodology slides are included below: 

 
Figure 58: Overview to the approach for our Main Stage of Acceptability Testing: 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
11 SRN14 Section 1: Index, 208d - PR24 Engagement Programme Assurance (FINAL REPORT) - W4 Sep '23 
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Figure 59: Overview to the approach for our Main Stage of Acceptability Testing: 

 

 
 
 

Figure 60: Overview to the approach for our Main Stage of Acceptability Testing: 
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Affordability Testing – Dual customers methodology slides are included below: 

 
Figure 61: Overview to the approach for our Main Stage of Affordability Testing: 

 
 
 

Figure 62: Overview to the approach for our Main Stage of Affordability Testing: 
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Figure 63: Overview to the approach for our Main Stage of Affordability Testing: 

 
 
 

Figure 64: Overview to the approach for our Main Stage of Affordability Testing: 

 
 
 







SRN14 Customer Insight  

Technical Annex 

 
67 

 

Figure 69: Overview to the approach for our Main Stage of Affordability Testing: 

 

 
 
 
Figure 70: Overview to the approach for our Main Stage of Affordability Testing: 
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Figure 71: Overview to the approach for our Main Stage of Affordability Testing: 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 72: Overview to the approach for our Main Stage of Affordability Testing: 
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3.4 Triangulation 

 
We used a robust and independently assured triangulation approach, following best practice12, from over 30 

unique data sources. This included research across our range of audiences, customer data, our performance 

data compared to previous commitments and other companies and reports from the industry (Ofwat, CCW, 

Water UK) and other water companies.  

 

Expert external assurance rated our engagement as having good coverage across the topics, with no major 

gaps. Where some priorities have moderate coverage in the assessment, this was because we used external 

sources such as industry reports from Ofwat, CCW and the Institute of Customer Service to support our 

research.  

 

We combined all these data to give us our overall triangulation of customer priorities. We split this down further 

to give us a view from our customers only and an England and Wales view using regulatory documents. We 

then compared how our customers’ views differ to both the combined and national views. 

 

Each source of data had a credibility rating applied that looked at its recency, robustness and relevance. A 

greater score was applied to those that were recent, highly robust (either by having lots of participants or 

having a high awareness of the water industry) and relevance to multiple priorities. These scores were added 

together for each paper and then a weighting was applied depending on its credibility score. 

 

Finally, we applied an overall weighting depending on the customer audience. Vulnerable customers had an 

increased weighting due to their needs for additional support. Future customers had a slightly reduced 

weighting due to them not being current bill payers and some may not pay until later in AMP 8. Businesses 

were reduced slightly due to the lower volume of customers when compared to households. Stakeholders had 

a significantly reduced weighting due to other avenues to regularly influence our plans and their affinity to their 

organisations. 

 

Our use of our panels and Customer and Communities Challenge Group helped calibrate our findings. By 

using the committees as part of our panels we were able to ensure the outputs from our insight were calibrated 

to represent customers’ views. Our Challenge Group then helped to ensure our overall similarities and 

differences were well understood.  

 
 
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
12 Triangulation: A review of its use at PR19 and good practice - CCW 
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Figure 73: Overview to the Triangulation Approach: 
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Section 4: Lessons Learnt from Customers 

 

4.1 Foundational insight – common themes 

These factors have influenced and shaped a number of cross cutting themes13. Regardless of the type or topic 

of engagement, these themes underpin what customers want from Southern Water.  

We created these themes in September 2022 once we had sufficient insight around customer expectations 

and the drivers of these. To ensure they accurately reflected our customer views we had an independent 

research agency assure the feedback they had heard from households. They validated the insight and then 

provided references to each area. In June 2023 we then reviewed with our Customer and Communities 

Challenge Group to ensure the themes were accurate.   

Figure 74: Overview to the common themes we hear across all our engagement: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
13 For more detail and references, please see section 4.3 of the Customer Insight Technical Annex 
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Figure 75: Summary of common themes feedback we hear across all our engagement: 

 

 
 
 
 

Figure 76: Summary of common themes feedback we hear across all our engagement: 
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Figure 77: Summary of common themes feedback we hear across all our engagement: 

 

 
 
 

Figure 78: Summary of common themes feedback we hear across all our engagement: 
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Figure 79: Summary of common themes feedback we hear across all our engagement: 

 

 
 
 

Figure 80: Summary of common themes feedback we hear across all our engagement: 
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Figure 81: Summary of common themes feedback we hear across all our engagement: 

 

 
 
 

4.2 Customer Priorities 

 
Outcomes from water companies can be confusing to customers, with most priorities not being mutually 

exclusive. To provide more meaningful engagement our priorities and the definitions used were developed and 

defined by our customers.  

 

Our household customer panel explored water company and industry materials (such as Ofwat’s priorities) 

and spoke with their families and friends to develop their priorities. Fresh deliberative insight with households, 

businesses, future, vulnerable and stakeholders was then combined with these results to create our customer 

priority list.  

 
Our scoring was then used to ensure our level of ambition for our performance commitment targets reflects 
our customer priorities. (For more on our ambition of performance commitments, please see SRN04: Costs 
and Outcomes Chapter).  
 

Our robust and independently assured triangulation combined with our in-depth engagement with our 

customers shows us the relative scoring, but also the story behind each one. It is important to remember that 

all of these priorities are important to customer and the scoring is when a trade-off is forced. We then index 

the scoring from each piece of data to provide a relative score between 0-100. (100 being the strongest 

priority).  
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Figure 82: Our customer priority scores: 

 

 
 
4.2.1 The difference between a priority and an area of improvement 

However, when mapping the other priorities and looking at our in-depth insight we see notable interconnecting 

insights which needed to be reflected in our planning. For example, stakeholders and our most informed 

customers highlight that outcomes such as carbon emissions are impacted by other priorities. For example, if 

leakage was reduced or nature-based solutions used to capture rainwater, this also lowers your carbon impact. 

There is also a distinction with customers between what is a priority and where they want most improvement. 

The provision of clean water is a top priority. However, for many this service is already felt to be high. While 

failure is not an option, their desire for ‘improvement’ is less than the for our use of storm overflows or leakage 

where current performance is not seen as acceptable. We also see our customers group together ‘pollution 

and storm overflows’. For customers this is wastewater entering the environment.  

You can see the relative scoring and areas where customers would like most improvement seen below: 
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Figure 83: Customer priority scores mapped against where they want greatest improvement: 

 

 
 
 
4.2.2 How priorities have changed over time 

Our tracking of customers’ priorities since 2018 shows where their expectations change. The provision of a 

consistent and reliable supply of clean and wholesome water has always been a stable fundamental service 

and remains the highest priority for our customers.  

 

The environment has always been important. However, we saw a shorter-term increase in importance in 2020 

due to the pandemic helping customers connect with their local environment. Following the EA fine in 2021, 

greater awareness of our use of storm overflows and our past performance placed greater emphasis on the 

need for water companies to improve. As a result, we see wastewater services now a top priority.  

 

The importance of affordability increased significantly from 2021 through to 2023. We have seen concern for 

customers’ ability to manage bills increase with the cost-of-living crisis. When looking at possible bill increase, 

its importance grows further. 

 

The support for vulnerable customers has also increased. First with the pandemic where customers felt more 

connected to their local community and had greater appreciation for those that needed help. Secondly, the 

cost-of-living crisis has also placed a greater spotlight on providing support.  

 

Leakage remains a high priority to customers. However, during a temporary use ban in Hampshire and media 

coverage of drought in 2022 we saw this increase. This was reflected in customer contacts, social media data, 

media sentiment and feedback through research. 
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Figure 84: Some key priorities and how scores change overtime: 

 

4.2.3 Priority Levels  

Based on the scoring from our triangulation model we see the priorities into three levels, level 1 being the 

highest: 

Figure 85: Overview to customer priority level: 
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4.2.4 How Priorities Differ Compare to National and Other Water Companies 

We integrated with wider data sources to help calibrate our priority scores and ensure greater robustness. We 

also held a bespoke session with other water companies from the south east, CCW and Ofwat to help 

understand these differences. Overall, there are many consistencies we see right across customers from 

different suppliers. When comparing to all data sets (including those from other water companies and 

regulators’ reports) we do see some areas where there were notable differences: 

 

1. Lead pipes introduced as a priority – this is an area not spontaneously discussed by our customers. 
However, in bespoke research as part of always-on insight14 we agree on its priority. Customers are 
concerned for safety, especially those with younger children – which places a high emphasis on lead 
removal schemes. 

 

2. Water pressure and transparency / accountability as level 3 priorities – we agree these are 
important across the sector and our reputation means transparency is particularly important. However, in 
our research customers discuss this more of a ‘way of working’ rather than a priority outcome, so we 
developed a strategy15 to help ensure we focus on greater transparency.  

 

3. Pollution and storm overflows – we see lower importance by national customers on pollution and 
storm overflows and bathing waters and rivers compared to our customers using three Ofwat and CCW 
research projects16. While these are less of a priority nationally, our customers have been very clear that 
this is a top priority for them. 

 

In particular we did in-depth analysis17 to help understand these differences on pollution and storm overflows 

and bathing waters. We see two core influencing factors: 

 

• our customers are more connected to the coast – 73% of our customers have visited the 
beaches in the last two years, compared to 30% nationally18 

• performance and public scrutiny place greater emphasis on these areas – 95% of our 
customers have heard negative media on water quality of our seas and rivers19 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
14 Technical annex SRN14: Customer Insight, Section1: Index, 178 - Deal Lead Pipes Key Findings Report - Mar '22 
15 See technical annex SRN13: Reputation, Trust and Transparency  
16 Technical annex SRN14, section1: Index, 14-CCW Cust Pref, 11-CCW Spot2022, 24-PJM Economics - Collaborative ODI Research  
17 See section 4.22 of technical annex SRN14: Customer Insight  
18 Technical annex SRN14: Customer Insight, Section1: Index, 153 - Waterside wellbeing report - Oct '22 
19 Technical annex SRN14: Customer Insight, Section1: Index, 153 - Waterside wellbeing report - Oct '22 
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Figure 86: Customer priority scores compared to 3 industry reports: 

 

 
 
 
Figure 87: Customer priority scores compared to national and industry research: 
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Affordability 
In the robust survey we see a weighted score of 50% rating the 2025-2030 plan as either easy to afford or 
‘neither’. (16% rate the plan as easy to afford). An equal number rate the plan as difficult to afford. However, 
in our acceptability testing31 we see those rating future bills as difficult to afford much lower at 24%. Our 
informed panel audience told us that human nature is to vote ‘no’ to a price increase, thus even many who are 
accepting of the need for investment are reticent to give permission to increase their bills. We see a response 
often based on principle rather than true affordability, though of course there are some who genuinely will 
struggle. 
 
Combining the insight from our household panel, with the feedback in our main survey, we believe there are 
three main drivers for lower affordability: 
 
1. Cost of living - Whilst bills are relatively affordable today, the cost of living crisis means everyone is 

feeling the squeeze. 
2. Permission to increase bills - Some customers are reticent to give a ‘green light’ to bill increases.  
3. Need for extra support –customers that need genuine support to help keep their bills affordable.  

 

4.5 Detailed Feedback on Affordability 

Bill affordability - Priority level 1, especially important to lower income households. The importance of 

bill affordability is nuanced. Current bills today are felt to be relatively affordable compared to other utilities and 

household bills. However, the cost of living crisis means customer are feeling the squeeze. In the most recent 

data sources and with proposed increases to bills, future affordability has risen as a top priority in testing of 

the plan. We also see the relative importance significantly increase for bill payers, who ultimately will be funding 

the investment from 2025-2030. 

 

 

 
 
Current Situation: 
Our research shows that around 25% of our customers struggle with comfortable being able to afford their 
outgoings32, and 7% really struggle. Analysis of demographic data shows that around 30% are in the lower 
social grades, with the Isle of Wight and North Kent having around 34% in the lower income levels compared 
to more rural areas of North and Central Hampshire and North Sussex having between 22-27%. In national 
research by Ofwat we see that up to 57% can sometimes struggle to pay household bills33 over the last year.  

 
Around 40% of our customers are concerned around future water bills. The greatest concern from customers 
on future bills is for energy, food, council tax and travel / petrol. Concern peaked in June 2022 and has slowly 
been decreasing since the height of the cost living crisis. 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
31 SRN14, Section 1: Index, 207a - FINAL Acceptability and Affordability Presentation - June '23 

 
32 SRN14, Section 1: Index, 201d - Water Futures Quant Wave 4 - Aug '23 
33 SRN14, Section 1: Index, 170 - Cost of Living Research March '23 

“This is the big one now, overtaking the pandemic; families are being hit hard and will have 
to make some major changes to their lives.” Household customer panel 
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Figure 88: Customer concerns with future affordability of bills34: 

 
 
We have heard from customers that whilst water bills might be relatively affordable today, middle income 
families are feeling the ‘squeeze’ with income not keeping up with rising costs. Any increase in prices then 
mean customers must trade-off in other areas of their lives. For those that are struggling today, any increase 
to bills is a real concern. They need help and support through schemes (e.g. social tariff) and payment flexibility 
to aid budgeting. Even customers who do not struggle with their bills and our future customers want to ensure 
the most vulnerable are supported. Businesses reference their need for stability of bills to help them plan and 
budget. 
 
Concerns over bills can also impact a customers’ wellbeing. In Ofwat’s research35 we see bill payers struggling 
with their water bill were twice as likely as the average bill payer to report feeling depressed (42%). People 
who struggled to pay household bills over the past year were also more likely to report negative day-to-day 
emotions. More than half (55%) of bill payers who struggled to pay bills 'all of the time' reported feeling 
stressed, up from 50% in wave two. This compares to 13% of those who 'never' struggled to pay bills.  
 
 
Future Investment: 
Our customers have told us the environment is central to everything we do and whilst bills need to be 
affordable, this shouldn’t be at nature’s expense. They are prepared to invest now for future generations, and 
we must support those that need it most. Our customers have consistently told us they want their bills to be as 
‘smooth’ as possible, balancing keeping bills low for those struggling with cost of living today and improving 
the environment. 
 
Customers expect a blend of solutions that think about best value for the long term and show credible progress 
in the short term. They want us to make decisions that are based on best value. They often refer to investing 
properly now rather than an issue getting worse and having to pay more in the long run. They want us to use 
our expertise to go over and above, with the greatest focus on environmental benefits. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
34 SRN14, Section 1: Index, 201a - Water Futures Quant Wave 1 - June '22 
35 SRN14, Section 1: Index, 170 - Cost of Living Research March '23 
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When talking about long term investment, through many different research projects, customers have 
consistently told us that they do not want to delay investment to place the cost on future generations. 

 
Figure 89: Feedback on bill profiles from our Main Stage Acceptability Testing: 

 
Instead, customers prefer a smoother increase. Some customers (e.g. larger businesses) prefer a jump in 
the short term they call a ‘reset’ while others (e.g. lower income) would rather keep bills as low for as long as 
possible to help with the current crisis.  

 
Reaction to Price Options: 
When we look at specific pricing options, we see higher bill impacts begin to raise a number of challenging 
questions and feel at the very outer limit of what could be deemed affordable. 
 

◼ Customers were shocked by a scenario that pre-inflation bills increased to £733 in 2030 and are 

even more so with this taken into account, despite inflation being applied incrementally. 

- Less so initially but when we reach year 2027-2028 onwards this feels unaffordable for many of 
our customers, adding to the worry of what already feels like an uncertain future. 

- Many claim they simply feel they could not afford an increase such as this. 

 

◼ A different scenario with a predicted bill impact (rising to £677 pre-inflation) of the proposed plan is 

seen as affordable for most customers 

- Affordability perceptions are not just about having the financial means to afford the predicted bill 
impact, but also often a belief that water is a relatively cheap commodity with the research 
having opened customers’ eyes to how much goes on behind the scenes 

- The wider context of all household outgoings increasing in recent years also makes the 
predicted bill impact less of a shock, and for some can help justify it 

- However, there are some who will find it harder to afford the predicted bill increase 
- These customers are more likely to be lower income, vulnerable and larger (family) households 

who are feeling squeezed in all directions by the current cost of living crisis 
- But there is also a small amount of principled objection to the proposed plan from some 

customers in this response 
- For those with genuine affordability issues, it is essential that we work hard to identify them and 

promote awareness of the support available e.g. Social Tariff, as well as help with how to adopt 
measured behaviour change to keep bills manageable 

 
In order to mitigate this level of increase, it is felt that Southern Water should: 
 

1. Fund a larger proportion from profits rather than customer bills 
2. Give additional support to customers over and above those on low incomes / PSR e.g. including 

those on middle incomes 
3. Bring in new tariffs that take into account property size and / or better reward water efficiency 

 
Our research into future tariff options highlighted that those with health vulnerabilities often have a need to 
use more water, they feel it is unfair to be penalized for this to stay healthy and clean.  
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“Keeping bills low for all customers -this is important due to the current rise in utility bills consumers are 
currently facing and will face for the next 12 months at least.” Household customer panel  

 
“People are struggling, and things are not showing any signs of improvement so perhaps decreasing share 
holder profits while Southern Water is failing to meet its targets would be preferable than charging customers 
even more money without delivery a decent service that meets or succeeds its targets.” Future customer 
 
“My concern at the moment is the fact that people are struggling today with the high inflation levels, the high 
fuel costs etc. Is there any way of flattening it for now?” Vulnerable customer 

 
4.5.1 Social Tariff Support 

In 2023/24 we currently have an agreed cross subsidy of up to £13 per year for a dual service customer. In 
research we ran July 202336 we followed CCW guidance and approval before launching a new Willingness to 
Pay survey for increasing the cross subsidy of the social tariff. From the findings we see: 

◼ 60% of customers 'support or don't mind' an additional £3. CCW support this proposed increase.  

◼ 56% of customers 'support or don't mind' an additional £4. CCW stated their support might be 

extended for this level.  

◼ At £5 we see over 50% (52%) of customer support or don't mind 

◼ At £7 we see customer objection increase to above 50% (52%) - which matches the level of support 

we have agreed today, compared to the previous Social Tariff Research (in 2018).  

In analysis we also see that the level of support is impacted by our reputation. For example,  

◼ Dissatisfied customers - £2 increased support is the point where support and opposition intersect  

◼ Satisfied customers - £7 increased support is the point where support and opposition intersect 

On reflection and given our reputation is poorer than other companies37 and we have a higher number of 
dissatisfied customers, we want to ensure our most vulnerable customers are not penalised as a result. Based 
on this insight, the impact of the cost of living and potential bill increases38, we are proposing a £7 annual 
increase to cross subsidy support.  

4.5.2 Tariffs 

 
Following recommendations from customers in our acceptability testing and our Customer and Communities 
Challenge Group, in June and July 2023 we ran some research with our customers39 exploring the role of 
tariffs. This was to help designing pilots for 2024, to help us learn before the introduction of smart meters in 
2025-2030.  
 
The insight showed us that for all tariffs, there is a need to clearly communicate the conditions and exemptions.  
Customers have very real concerns that the proposed tariffs could otherwise disadvantage or even penalise: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
36 SRN14, Section 1: Index: 130 - Social Tariffs Combined report Jul 23 
37 SRN14, Section 1: Index: 170 - Cost of Living Research March '23129 - Customer Service and Reputation - March '23 
38 SRN14, Section 1: Index: 170 - Cost of Living Research March '23 and 207a - FINAL Acceptability  
and Affordability Presentation - June '23 
39 SRN14, Section 1: Index: 155 - Tariff Sprint Research July '23 
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Customers are prepared to invest in the environment. When more informed, they are prepared to fund 
environmental infrastructure. More so, they almost feel morally obliged to do so for future generations. 
However, Southern Water need to play our part first and fundamentally customers need to trust that it’s fair 
and we are delivering what we say. This can be done by showing customers what we are doing now – where 
and what we are delivering. This is especially relevant with a more proactive approach on environmental 
concerns. (i.e. how are we minimising the negative impact we are seen to have on the environment now).  
 
Our customers expect us to demonstrate environmental leadership. They see us and the sector as the 
experts, therefore we must use that expertise to evaluate the right options. Customers recognise the role they 
and others play but expect the water sector and government to take the lead – and then they will play their 
part.  

 
4.6.1 Net Zero 

 
Net Zero is a familiar and positive term to customers. However, it is not fully understood. It’s generally felt to 
be something that companies and governments need to work towards. Given this perception of responsibility, 
it’s relative priority to other services by Southern Water is generally lower. Initiatives, such as electric vehicles 
or reducing emissions, are felt to be part of the day the day and will be met by legislation and the natural 
adoption of ways of working. As a result, we seen limited support for any increase in funding through bills to 
support enhancement of net zero. Customers as they feel they already pay through taxes and behaviour 
change programmes. 

 
When exploring further (e.g. exploring the energy use of water companies), more informed customers 
recognize and acknowledge the importance of reducing carbon, especially for future generations. They are 
pleasantly surprised that the water sector has agreed to meet government targets early and support that 
ambition. Customers do question why targets such as net zero can be done so quickly, when other higher 
priority areas (e.g. leakage) will take longer and only reduce by 50% by 2050.  When meeting net zero ambition, 
customers want targets that are met through the right long-term solutions rather than quick fixes. Offsetting of 
carbon is not supported by customers as it does not address the root cause and is seen as ‘green washing’.  

“I don’t see storm tanks as being particularly environmentally friendly, so it would be better to concentrate 
on the more environmentally friendly solutions first.” Household Customer 
 

““It’s not just our planet. If we’re causing this damage, then we should do something about it.  But it’s not 
just water companies as it has to be a partnership with agriculture, industry and others responsible too.”   
Household Customer 
 

“Southern Water should remain committed to Net Zero, but that commitment should be part of a 
balancing act on future needs. They are acknowledging leakage and other issues so I think the ‘date 
stamp’ attached to Net Zero is very unrealistic. Household customer 

“On changing to electric vehicles, the customer perception is that this will happen anyway with vehicle 
manufactures being forced to change by government, thus there is no benefit in accelerating the 
programme.” Household customer 
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Our most informed customers and stakeholders recognise the role carbon plays out in all of a water companies’ 
activity and embedded carbon. They site improved performance in areas such as leakage, and the knock on 
impact this then has in reducing carbon. Stakeholders talk about how finding the right solutions where carbon 
intensity is an important factor of the decision process. In areas of infrastructure, our customers want thee to 
be designed and built in a way that protects the environment by being sustainable and scalable for the future.  
 
Future customers are far more challenging on carbon targets. For them, the 
environment is central to everything we do. They do not agree with the trade-
off bill payers make between the environment and the economy. They not 
only agree that new infrastructure must be designed and built in a 
sustainable way, will not support a programme that isn’t making 
environmental choices.  
 
 
 

 

 

Section 5: Assurance and Challenge 
Ofwat and CCW recommended flexibility for companies to have ‘Independent Challenge Group’ (ICG) 
arrangements. We designed our Independent Challenge Group arrangements to have the greatest impact 
for customers. The core elements enable each area to play to its own strengths and expertise to drive action. 
Our ICG is made up of 4 key areas of challenge: 
 

Figure 91: An overview to our ICG Arrangements: 

 
 
 

 

  

“I would love to live in a society that prioritises economic and social equality and a more sustainable 
way of living that aligns with the environment.” Future customer 

“I think the balance would 
come together. If you’re 
not polluting or wasting 
your harmfulness to the 
environment would come 
down naturally.”  

Household customer 
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◼ Education strategy 

◼ Leakage 

◼ Drought communication 

◼ Social tariff and supporting vulnerable customers. 

 
Impact 
We feel the Customer and Communities Group is a huge success. The inclusion of technical leads engaging 
with experts who represent a range of communities with their own networks has enabled us to make 
improvements for our everyday projects as well as in the proposed business plan for 2025-2030.  
 

5.1.1 Some of the recommendations that drove immediate improvements include 

◼ Additional communications launched with customers to remind them of the temporary usage ban in 

the summer of 2022 and review of channels for better customer recall in future years 

◼ Helping widen the reach of the of social tariff and support materials by recommending the translation 

to other languages being sent to community leaders to share  

◼ Helping in understanding the impact of overflows to oyster farmers in Kent  

◼ Advising on the re-working of long term targets of Storm Overflows (especially for the engagement 

with customers) 

◼ Challenge and recommendations on education, community engagement, support for vulnerable 

audiences and insight programmes 

◼ The group advised to include volumes of rainwater as part of overflows built into our communication 

 

In helping to drive the business plan 2025-2030 further, the challenge has helped to: 

 

◼ Improve business plan materials for testing – ensuring they were fit for purpose and clear for 

customers. 

- We completed all recommendations updated to acceptability testing materials – e.g. targets, 
language, performance (e.g. supply interruptions) and ‘must do’ plan choices 

 

◼ Recommendation to integrate the community and education programmes 

- Integration has happened from 2022, but now part of the core community engagement strategy 
for 2025-2030 

 

◼ Supported recommendation to increase our social tariff to 45% and that it needed to remain into 

2025-2030 

- Additionally challenged to look at widening the support we offer, which we are proposing to 
increase the number of customers we can help 

 

◼ Support the need for smart metering and challenges on elements of the roll out 

- Recommending that we will need to introduce them to help improve understanding of bills 

 

◼ Recommended different tariff incentives for lower or higher more affluent users  

- We carried out research and are trialling a tariff structure in 2024 that rewards more efficient 
users, with plans to scale up between 2025-2030 

 

◼ Developed an entire section of the plan on trust and transparency  

- Following feedback from the group we created an extensive approach to support our 2025-2030 
plan 
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The Group acknowledges that Southern Water faces a challenging reputational position to overcome, led by 
issues of past and present poor performance, reinforced by negative publicity, which has damaged customer 
trust. We are pleased to recognise and commend the determination of the company’s new management to 
meet and overcome this challenge, the delivery of its turnaround plan in helping doing so, and the commitment 
of its owners, Macquarie Group, to its long-term strategy.  
 
In the development of its Business Plan, Southern Water has undertaken considerable engagement, using a 
variety of techniques across a comprehensive range of customer types and groups. The company has used 
independent research companies to carry out much of this work, including the form of engagement and the 
materials used. While it was not the Group’s role to assure this research, it did have the opportunity to scrutinise 
and offer feedback in the development of the materials for the company’s Affordability and Acceptability (A&A) 
research.  
 
Overall, the Group considers the process adopted by Southern Water for the independent assurance of its 
research and engagement was effective. The company has been open in sharing research findings and reports 
of its independent assurers, which included a presentation from the company carrying out the A&A research.  
 
We are satisfied that the company’s priorities reflect those identified through its engagement with customers 
and communities. We agree the most important areas for Southern Water are improving environmental 
performance, engaging customers, and supporting those that need it to help keep bills affordable. To rebuild 
trust it is vital that the company meets its commitment to being open, honest, and transparent.   
 
While the PR24 Business Plan is not yet finalised, the Group is happy that the draft plan reflects customers’ 
priorities and that the company has effectively listened to customers in its development.  
  
The Group looks forward to continuing to work with Southern Water and to challenging the company in: 

◼ Providing support to customers in vulnerable circumstances and to those who bill increases impact 

the most.  

◼ Improving engagement to raise customers’ awareness of the value of water and the role they play in 

improving the water environment. 

◼ Showing real leadership in the areas that matter most to customers and demonstrating the positive 

work and progress being made. 

◼ Improving customers’ trust in the company. 

 
Customer & Communities Challenge Group  
September 2023 

 
 

5.2 Independent Climate and Environment Group (ICEG)44 
 
Objectives 
The IECG plays a significant role in interpreting future environmental challenges and changing customer 
expectations. The group will help develop multi-sector approaches to address shared climate and environment 
challenges, looking ahead to 2050 and beyond. The group will also provide robust independent challenge, 
expertise and advice to Southern Water teams, Executive Leadership Team and Board on the development 
of our future plans and delivery of the 2020-25 environmental commitments to customers.  
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
44 iceg-annual-report-2022-23.pdf (southernwater.co.uk) 
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Membership 
The membership of the group has expanded over the year 2022/23. It now comprises local and national NGOs, 
government regulators, the consumer council for water, local authorities (including their delivery partnerships) 
and national parks, a climate expert and an independent from Portsmouth University. 
 
Approach 
The IECG meet quarterly with a mix of virtual and face to face sessions. Ad hoc meetings may be arranged 
with agreement of group members, such as was the case when working on research into environmental 
ambition for PR2445. The group is independent of Southern Water and engages directly with the Board and 
Executive Management. The Chair has an annual meeting with Southern Water’s CEO and Board Chairman 
to present an annual report from the group. 

 
Impact 
Areas where the ICEG have agreed ongoing discussion and work with Southern Water include: 

◼ Further improving the management information we receive, and therefore our ability to actively hold 

Southern Water to account on the environment. A particular focus here is on the glide path to 

Southern Water’s targets for CSO reductions 

◼ Helping move to a better place based/locational presentation of issues and data 

◼ Helping Southern Water understand the NGO/local authority/SME business model so as to improve 

joint delivery 

◼ Building consistent messaging to and working with communities 

◼ Nesting individual environment actions and communication within a coherent big picture 

 

5.3 Customers  
We are committed to ensure we act on the feedback we hear from customers. However, sometimes in reports 
and summaries the voice of the customer can be lost. We know that it is often the direct conversations and 
feedback we hear from customers that can make a lasting impression. So as part of our ICG we wanted to 
bring the voice of the customer directly to the decision makers within Southern Water. 
 
Example projects include: 

◼ SRN14: Customer Insight, section1 Index:208f - WF2030 Customer Panel Committee - CEO letter 

Sep ‘23 

◼ SRN14: Customer Insight, section1 Index: 175 - WF2030 Diverse Cultures Engagement Summary - 

Aug '23 

◼ SRN14: Customer Insight, section1 Index: 200v - WF2030 Committee Meeting 5 Summary - July '23 

◼ SRN14: Customer Insight, section1 Index: 160 - Your water, your say - questions and answers - 

June '23 

 
Following our trial of a deliberative customer panel at the centre of the Water for Life Hampshire programme, 
we launched the range of panels to be at the heart of PR24. In March 2020 we tested an engagement session 
which brought together informed customers directly with the technical leads and senior decisions makers from 
Southern Water. Because customers understood some of the challenges and options, it meant customers 
were able to have detailed discussions on options. The Southern Water team still remember many of the 
individual feedback they heard from those customers. So we learnt from this approach and brought this way 
of working into PR24. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
45 SRN14, Section 1: Index, 107- Environmental Ambition Results FINAL Report - June 2023 
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‘Customer Engagement’ sessions were run throughout the PR24 process, helping customers from across the 
region to challenge our thinking. These included: 
 

◼ August 2021 – On environmental ambition and priorities. A 2-hour online workshop with 24 young 

people. Introducing young people to Southern Water’s present and future environmental strategies 

and gauging participants’ buy-in and views. We also did sense-check our understanding of their 

responses in the online community 

◼ October 2021 – around 200 of the Executive, senior management team and top managers from 

across Southern Water (live group) – on priorities  

◼ March 2022 – around 60 customers from our household and futures panel came together to 

challenge 3 executive members and senior managers creating the business plan from Southern 

Water and each other on our Long Term strategy 

◼ May 2022 – Chief Customer officer and senior manages from the customer team as well as 

members of the Customer and Communities Challenge Group on customer service areas (e.g. 

Smart metering, service, priorities) 

◼ January 2023 – Early plan feedback from 32 members of the household panel engaging directly in 

breakout sessions on the elements of the plan they supported and challenged. 

◼ March 2023 – Entire Exec and over 50 of the senior management team hearing from 8 customers 

who had spent time reviewing the wider customer feedback on the plan and presented their case to 

our management.  

◼ Your water, your say June 2023 – As part of the guidance we ran a public engagement event with 

131 participants with an independent chair, selected by Ofwat, to with open questions to 4 of our 

executive team. This included our Chief Executive Officer, Chief Financial Officer, Chief Customer 

Officer and Chief Operations Officer. We promoted it to customers through our website, social 

channels, a random sample of emails & letters, community events, invites to key stakeholders and 

customer panels. The topics covered in the session and the pre-questions reflected the wider 

feedback we’ve had through a range of engagement channels. These included water supply and 

quality, future water supplies (especially Havant Thicket reservoir plans), storm overflows, pollutions 

and bonuses / dividends linked to our current performance.  

 

◼ Following the event we gathered feedback with those who attended, with 66% rating it as a good 

session. Most felt it was positive we were holding this types of events, with good leadership 

representation. They welcomed more for the future. However, some wanted to be able to spend 

more time on local or specific issues relevant to them. So in October 2023 we are trialling an in-

person event called ‘Your Water Matters’ which will have 10 different stalls run from across our 

different services. This event is designed to support a community on their local issues. 

 
For our panels, our future, household and business had a number of individual tasks they would complete. 
So for each panel we set up ‘committees’ made up of 6-8 members from the wider group. They were 
recruited by our independent insight partners to represent the different views they had seen across the 
research. This group would then review the final outputs and summaries to help calibrate and further refine 
findings. This helped to bring out the voice of the customer and provide an extra layer of assurance that the 
interpretation of results in reporting accurately reflected the customer views.  
 

5.4 External Quality Assurance & Advice 
Our guiding principle was to have continuous and early assurance in the development of the 2025-2030 plan. 
This is so we could make improvements throughout our engagement process. 
 
 For copies of the external assurance reports, please see technical annex SRN14: Customer Insight, section1 
Index: 

◼ 208a -PR24 Engagement Programme Assurance - W1 Dec '22 

◼ 208b - PR24 Engagement Programme Assurance - W2 Mar '23 
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◼ 208c - PR24 Engagement Programme Assurance - W3 Aug '23 

◼ 208d - PR24 Engagement Programme Assurance (FINAL REPORT) - W4 Sep '23 

 
December 2021 – This first wave focused on our Insight Strategy for PR24. It was made up of 4 experts from 
customer engagement. Some were experienced from regulated sectors (including water) and others on 
consumers. All were senior directors with a total of over 60 years of experience and were independent of our 
research partners we regularly engage with. Our approach was split over two phases. The first was a 
walkthrough by the Head of Customer Insight at Southern water who talked through the main parts of our 
engagement plan. A Q&A session followed. We then shared materials to allow the experts to take away 
thoughts, review and reflect. We then reconvened two weeks later for our feedback. Overall response was 
positive, and recommendations included a focus on regional challenges and greater cross collaborative 
working in the sector. Both areas we then built into our main planning and acted upon.  
 
December 2022 – This was our first round of external quality assurance on our engagement. We asked Sia 
Partners to provide the assurance due to their expertise and working within the sector, and with CCW on areas 
such as triangulation. The first round was used to identify gaps and provide early feedback on our approaches 
to the Ofwat guidance for Acceptability and Affordability Testing. Recommendations included to ensure fuller 
coverage of insight in areas such as water quality, flooding and community. All of which we did through the 
use of our panels and wider engagement.  
 
March 2023 – This completed our first round of assurance with Sia Partners. It showed that areas highlighted 
for recommendations in our Acceptability and Affordability testing had been followed and we had improved 
across our areas of high quality engagement.  Further recommendations indeed assurance into our 
triangulation process and line-of sight to ensure we are acting on the customer insight. Some priorities scored 
a rating of moderate in our assurance. We asked our assurers to review the main parts of Southern Water 
direct research. However, in our analysis we also used: 
 

◼ Internal flooding – Key parts from our Acceptability testing and use of CCW customer preference 

research 

◼ Bathing waters & rivers – CCW customer research on River Awareness and perceptions of river 

water quality, as well as social listening into bathing waters.  

◼ Support vulnerable customers – Benchmarking of support for vulnerable audiences, profiles of 

demographics, recommendations from stakeholder groups and CCW research.  

◼ Carbon emissions – In-depth analysis through our environmental ambition research identified the 

key responsibilities felt to lie cross multiple areas, especially government.  

◼ Regulatory compliance – In testing, whilst our customers felt this an important priority, they felt it 

was the responsibility of regulators to manage.  

◼ Customer service – In addition to research we looked at contact, complaint, social media, C-Mex 

reporting (from Ofwat), CCW research and expertise from the institute of customer service.  

◼ Community Engagement – We engaged over directly with communities to understand their issues.  

 
July 2023 – This second round of assurance demonstrated the depth and breadth of our insight was of high 
quality. Our triangulation process was assured and showed it met recommended best practice. 
Recommendations included to ensure it remains a continuous process and that we share our insight widely, 
especially with others. Recommendations are part of our engagement plans. 
 
September 2023 – Our final round of assurance focused on pulling together all elements of the assurance 
together and in reviewing how well our customer engagement was driving the plan. The line of sight assurance 
was helping to assess accurate representation of customer insight and it being appropriately used in decision 
making. The independent assurance found: 
 

◼ “Following our review of Southern Water’s PR24 customer engagement programme approach and 

evidence, it is Sia Partners’ view that the programme meets Ofwat’s standards for high quality 

research and that there is demonstrable evidence that the business has used customer research to 

inform its PR24 business plan and Long-Term delivery strategy.” 
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◼ For the full report see technical annex SRN14: Customer Insight, section 1 Index: 208d - PR24 

Engagement Programme Assurance (FINAL REPORT) - W4 Sep '23 

 

Figure 93: Assurance Outcome Statement Provided by External Assurers: 

 

 
 
 
 

Figure 94: Assurance Outcome Statement Provided by External Assurers: 
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Figure 95: Assurance Outcome Statement Provided by External Assurers: 

 

 




