
24 September 2018

HOW DO WE DISCOVER WHAT 

CONSUMERS “REALLY REALLY WANT” 

FROM THEIR WATER PROVIDER?
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TODAY I WILL COVER

• How we have viewed our relationship with customers in the past

• Our vision and purpose

• Developing a new approach to gaining customer insight

• What we have we learned using this new insight

• What we need to do differently…

• Concluding thoughts
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WE HAVE TRADITIONALLY SEEN OUR 
ROLE AS A ‘TRUSTED SILENT PARTNER’

The sector has quietly got on with the job – fixing leaks, answering calls… 

But there are real questions as to whether this is sustainable…
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CUSTOMER SATISFACTION LEVELS HAVE 
DRIVEN A DEGREE OF COMPLACENCY

…and so there hasn’t been a burning platform to do things differently…

Customer satisfaction in the water sector is high… 
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This approach focused firstly on our issues…

PR14 – inside-out

…and then evidenced customer support for them 

• Focused on areas we wanted views on – evidencing 
support for water focused issues and investments

• Engagement through events e.g. water taste tests in 
shopping centre and on-line interactive gamification

PREVIOUS APPROACHES TO CUSTOMER 
INSIGHT ADOPTED AN INSIDE-OUT APPROACH

Shopping centre - water taste test research 

Interactive choice ‘games’ 
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WE HAVE SOUGHT TO REDEFINE OUR CORE 
ROLE - TO SERVE OUR COMMUNITIES

Our vision:  By 2020 to be the most trusted water company

…but can trust be earned if we remain the silent partner…?

Our purpose:  To serve our communities and build a lasting water legacy
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BUT CUSTOMERS ONLY HAVE A CURSORY 
GRASP OF WHAT WE DO

Trustworthy companies should 
be open with customers, 

employees and shareholders and 
react to concerns, topics, 
questions in an open and 

professional way at all times

If we had known about all of 
these things that they do, then I 

would have definitely put 
Severn Trent down as a 

company that I respect and 
admire

I think that Severn Trent takes 
its responsibilities much further 
than just delivering water and 

dealing with sewerage

They sent a text during the hot 
weather, and there was a leak 
down the road that they fixed 
…until these things happened, 
Severn Trent’s never been on 
my radar 

I think many of us take water for 
granted because we have it on 

tap. Most people are well 
informed about why it is 

important to conserve fossil fuels 
but not many know of the 

importance of conserving water

It would be great if they 
could put some of this 
information [about what 
they do] on the bill – we get 
that anyway

And it is very difficult therefore to gain customers’ trust……

This has been a central challenge to our future thinking……
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Our new approach sought to understand customers’ needs first…

• Started with customers’ own priorities, concerns and 
needs

• Talked to people as individuals – not just as customers
• However, engaging about water isn’t straightforward
• We developed a strategic framework with our Water 

Forum

PR19 – outside-in

…then what we could do to meet them  

SO WE’VE DEVELOPED A NEW 
‘OUTSIDE-IN’ APPROACH

New approaches
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WE FRAMED OUR INSIGHT APPLYING A 
HIERARCHY OF NEEDS

Functional
Safe, reliable, available

Psychological
Empowered, engaged, 
supported, cared for

Fulfilment
Integrity, community 

involvement
Drivers of 

satisfaction

Drivers of 
dissatisfaction

Provision of services that facilitate wider fulfilment and a 
broader societal contribution

Provision of customer service  (and other services) that 
empower and engage people

Provision of core services such as safe drinking water, 
removing waste and environmental compliance

Understanding customers’ needs is traditionally focused at the bottom of the hierarchy…

…exploring the higher end can uncover new ways to drive satisfaction, trust and value for customers

Understanding
our customers



10

INSIGHT TOOLS WERE CAREFULLY CHOSEN 
FOUNDED ON CUSTOMERS’ PERSPECTIVES 

Suited to 
methods such 
as deliberative 

research

e.g. generational 
responsibility

e.g. water quality, 
interruptions, 

contact handling

e.g. resilience, 
security of supplies

e.g. flooding, 
environmental 

protection

Future

Now

Conscious
Suited to methods 

such as social media 
customer touchpoint 

analysis

Unconscious

The further out research looks, the less customers are conscious of the issues affecting them…

…a four box model identifies the right techniques based on how customers’ understand issues 
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We’ve developed a programme to cumulatively uncover new insight and build on existing knowledge

We focused on quality not quantity…

Sampling reflecting 
diversity of our region

• Making research accessible
• Removing language barriers
• Engaging with non responders
• Reaching the hard to reach
• Understanding customers and 

consumers

Supported by high calibre 
research agencies 

Complex topics

• Resilience
• Renationalisation
• Executive pay
• Fracking

Our most comprehensive 
engagement ever

• 32,000 research responses
• 1.9m complaints reviewed
• 24,000 contacts analysed
• 7m social media comments 

analysed

Challenged by our 
Water Forum

• Continual challenge of the link 
between insight and shaping 
our plan

• Over 60 challenges relating to 
customer insight

WE’VE UNDERTAKEN OUR MOST 
COMPREHENSIVE INSIGHT PROGRAMME

We went to new places

• Customers’ homes
• Ethnically diverse
• Cattle market in Wrexham
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Tap Chat

Co-creation

We’ve used leading market research techniques…and simplified our research

Our approach for PR19 is grounded in psychological theory….   

Complaints 

WE SOUGHT TO GAIN A RICHER 
UNDERSTANDING OF OUR CUSTOMERS

Social media scraping

Deliberative research
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…and has identified new areas of value for customers

THE HIERARCHY TRANSLATES INTO FOUR KEY 
LESSONS ABOUT OUR CUSTOMERS’ NEEDS

Functional
Safe, reliable, available

Functional
Empowered, engaged, 
supported, cared for

Fulfilment
Integrity, community 

involvement

4. Prevent the problems – from the little 
irritations to the bigger inconveniences 
that disrupt our customers’ days

3. Treat customers as individuals.
Listen, understand and respond –
especially if we get something wrong

2. Do more for communities, and play a 
bigger part in society

1. Be a company that customers can trust

From conceptual hierarchy: To actionable insight:

Functional
Safe, reliable, available

Psychological
Empowered, engaged, 
supported, cared for

Fulfilment
Integrity, community 

involvement

…all of this shouldn’t be achieved at the expense of either customers today or of future generations
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WE CAN ONLY BE A COMPANY CUSTOMERS 
TRUST IF THEY UNDERSTAND WHAT WE DO

• Customers think we’re forgettable - and while overall customer have said they don’t have any reason to 
not trust us – they know we’re monopolies – thus raising questions about trust

• Most customers don’t hear from us or have a reason to engage with us

• Customer feel they’ve a lack of awareness of water companies beyond their core service

• However, customers feel it’s up to us to communicate with them

.

We can’t expect customers to trust us if we can’t explain or evidence our intent

I don’t know what the other water 
providers are like, so it’s hard to say if 
I admire Severn Trent, it’s hard 
because they’re forgettable.  Which is 
probably a good thing, it means that 
nothing is going wrong. But they are 
still forgettable
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WE’VE AN OPPORTUNITY TO REMIND 
CUSTOMERS ABOUT WHAT WE REALLY DO

• We’re reiterating that tap water is pure, 
drinkable and delicious

• Taking part in an ITV documentary which is 
going live later this year

• We’re also talking more about how we 
prioritise social purpose - especially giving 
back to the community

We’re doing more to tell customers how their money is spent and their contribution to the community

COMING SOON!
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HAVING A SOCIAL PURPOSE IS CRITICAL 
TO GAINING OUR CUSTOMERS’ TRUST

A good company with serious ambition can deliver excellent outcomes for customers and society…

• To earn trust we need to prove profit isn’t 
the reason we come to work – we need a 
social purpose:
• Customers start with some level of cynicism 

towards private businesses – particularly 
large businesses

• However, this cynicism plays a limited role in 
how customers think of Severn Trent

• As an aside when the topic of 
renationalisation is discussed, there is 
limited appetite in practice

• Current initiatives (when known about) land 
well with customers
• Social tariff
• Severn Trent Trust Fund
• Volunteering 
• Environment
• Visitor sites
• Support for WaterAid
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WE’RE EMBARKING ON DELIVERING A 
SOCIAL PURPOSE

• Enhance our current initiatives

• Community dividend
• To share benefits of outperformance to make a real difference in our 

communities
• 1% of profits – in addition to employee volunteering and the Severn Trent 

Trust Fund
• Establishing an advisory board with a range or representatives -

transparency

• Tackling tricky issues e.g. executive pay and dividends
• Linked to delivering for customers and wider society 
• Greater transparency 

Our ambition is to be a pathfinder for a new type of purposeful company in infrastructure…

I think it’s great that 
they want to give 

some of the profits 
back, it shows they’re 
thinking about people 

in the community

…we believe it’s the only sustainable way 
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CONCLUDING THOUGHTS

• We need to ‘get under the skin’ of what customers really really want 

• We need to tell customers what we’re doing – we can’t earn trust if we only talk when we want to

• Customers are inherently curious and have a latent desire to know more about us

• And we must follow through…not only focussing on delivering an essential service (the bottom of 
the triangle), but delivering it in the right way – with a social purpose
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ONE OF OUR FIRST COMMITMENTS IN ACTION 
IS OUR WONDERFUL ON TAP CAMPAIGN

We’re promoting how to use water wisely…and helping customers appreciate the ‘wonder’ of water 


