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1. Executive Summary
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The Long Term Delivery Strategy (LTDS) is broadly acceptable to 
customers in terms of priorities for investment identified. 
Customers were relatively consistent in their preferred priority areas. Priorities were commonly those relating to the wider 
environment, or risk to human health:

▪ Reducing the risk of lead in drinking water

▪ Pollution of rivers and bathing waters

▪ Appearance, taste and smell of tap water (although this was polarising)

▪ Reducing sewage spills into rivers

▪ Sewage flooding of properties

Reducing leakage was a priority for some, but not as high as other areas, such as lead pipes and sewage spillages. 

Customers want even higher ambition for some priority areas (reducing the risk of lead in drinking water, pollution of rivers and 
bathing waters, reducing sewage spills into rivers and sewage flooding of properties), either by reaching targets more quickly, or 
improving the levels achieved. 

Future customers were in line with the views of other customer segments, but included some of the most passionate individuals 
about pollution of rivers, often combined with negative views of Thames Water as a company, as a result of negative press 
articles. 

Business customers tended to be less emotive, rather balancing Thames Water’s challenges alongside targets when evaluating 
their ambitions. 



Phasing options
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▪ The preferred phasing option was option 2 – a steady increase over time, 
accepting that not all areas can benefit from improvement until 2035 
onwards. 

▪ This was perceived to be the fairest option as it does not place excess 
burden on either future or current customers, is most in line with customer 
expectations and therefore is easier to budget and plan for. 

▪ The cost-of-living crisis means customers are examining all their 
outgoings, and this option allows customers to budget easily, given its 
predictable path. 

▪ However, there was a minority who would prefer to take the initial increase 
of option 1, and reap the rewards sooner, paying less in the long term. 

▪ For those against option 1, the initial steep increase seems too much to 
bear in the current economic climate. 

▪ Option 1 (and to some extent option 2) requires trust in Thames Water to 
deliver the targets promised, that they will not go bankrupt, that the money 
will be used as intended, rather than being used to pay shareholders

▪ Option 3 was unanimously found to be unacceptable – although 
affordability is important, this option was not felt to provide a tenable 
solution due to very sharp increase after 2035, and no improvements over 
that time. 



The LTDS is broadly acceptable to customers, but affordability is perceived to 
be an issue towards the end of the period
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▪ Times are tough, and the bill impacts modelled seem higher than 
most anticipated, particularly with inflation included. 

▪ With some reluctance, most customers generally accept that bills 
will need to increase, and they will be able to manage their water 
bill in future. 

▪ Affordability was difficult to assess for some, with so many 
unknowns this far into the future. 

▪ Future customers in particular, struggle to see how they might meet 
bill costs in 2050.

▪ Some customers are able to be more pragmatic, reasoning that 25 
years ago bill prices today would have looked similarly “huge” and 
therefore when we get there, it will probably be acceptable. 

▪ Even amongst those customers who found the bill projections 
unaffordable, they could not identify improvement areas they would 
want to remove or reduce in order to lower bills – once they were 
aware of them, customers thought they were all needed.

▪ In all cases, customers want to ensure Thames Water demonstrate 
to customers where the bill increases have gone, to build 
confidence in them and show that their service is improving as a 
result of these investments. 
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2. Method, research 
background and context



Research objectives and approach

Overall Objective:

The focus of this research is on the long-term elements for improvement within Thames Water’s 
plans (2025-2050), and their acceptability with/priorities amongst both current and future 
household and non-household customers.
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▪ This research aimed to focus on the long term (2025-2050) strategy, engaging in greater depth with future customers (those 
likely to be most affected the LTDS) and understanding how intergenerational fairness impacts on customer priorities for 
improvements. 

Engagement took place between Monday 4th to Friday 8th September 2023 

◼ The majority of customers were re-contacted from the Acceptability and Affordability Testing (AAT) qualitative research in 
April/May 2023, and therefore were “warmed up” to the business planning process and the kinds of materials to be 
discussed. Due to lower participation amongst future customers in the AAT qualitative research, these participants were 
newly recruited in the majority of cases and asked to complete a pre-task giving them background to Thames Water and the 
industry. 

◼ 6 x 2 hour online groups with Household, Non-Household and Future customers

◼ 2 x 2 hour online groups with micro businesses and 2 x mini groups with small/medium/large business customers 



Sample profiles

Group 1 2 3 4 5 6

Type Customer
s

Futures Futures Customer
s

Customer
s

Futures

Water/ 

Waste 
company

Thames/ 

Thames

Thames/ 
Thames

Thames/ 
Thames

Thames/ 
Thames

Affinity/ 
Thames

Affinity/ 
Thames

Date Tues 4th 
Sept

Tues 4th 
Sept

Weds 5th 
Sept

Weds 5th 
Sept

Thurs 6th 
Sept

Thurs 6th 
Sept

Time 17.30 – 
19.30

20.00 - 
22.00

17.30 – 
19.30

20.00 - 
22.00

17.30 – 
19.30

20.00 - 
22.00

Sub-profile ABC1s C2DEs/ 

Financially 

vulnerable

/ 
vulnerable

Incentive £100 £100 £100 £100 £100 £100

Attendees 10 9 11 9 9 8

Household customers Business customers

Group 1 2 3 4

Type Micro Micro S-M-L S-M-L

Water 

/Waste 
company

Thames/

Thames

Thames/ 
Thames

Affinity/ 
Thames

Thames/
Thames

Date Mon 3rd 
Sept

Fri 7th  
Sept

Thurs 6th 
Sept

Fri 7th 
Sept

Time 18.30 – 

20.30

18.30 – 
20.30

13.30-
15.30

13.30-
15.30

Incentive £150 £150 £150 £150

Attendee

s 

5 7 3 3

Note: Initially it was intended to have a group of 

Thames/Affinity micro customers, however take up and 

attendance were poor and therefore an additional group 

of Thames/Thames micro customers were recruited to 

replace them. 

Abbreviations used throughout report:

TT – Thames/Thames customer ABC1 – Higher social grade

AT – Affinity Thames customer C2DE – Lower social grade

SML  - Small/medium /large business

9
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Comprehensive research methodology

▪ Newly recruited customers (future household customers) were provided with background information about 
Thames Water, and asked to highlight any questions, or interesting points.  These materials were taken from 
the AAT qualitative research and therefore had been tested with customers before use. These materials were 
briefly discussed at the start of the future groups. 

▪ Questions to ensure a baseline understanding of Thames Water and the business planning process. 

▪ Key improvements with associated targets (5 for wastewater, 5 for clean water) to be delivered as part of the 
LTDS were summarised and reactions gathered, including priority of each relative to others. 

▪ Three phasing options discussed to understand improvement/ bill impact trade-offs and judge overall 
acceptability and affordability of the different options

▪ Acceptability of projected bill impacts. 

Pre-Task 
Exercise 
(futures only)

Face to 
Face/Online 
Engagement



Discussion guide

◼ All discussions lasted up to 2 hours and were conducted online, via Zoom.

◼ The guide was structured as follows:

̶ Welcome (10 mins)

̶ Introduction to long-term plan (10 mins)

̶ Response to Long-term plan  (50 mins)

̶ Comfort break (10 mins)

̶ Phasing of improvements (10 mins)

̶ Options for phasing improvements (15 mins)

̶ Impact of Long-term plan on bills  (15 mins)

̶ Close

A note on stimulus limitations: 

Customers at times felt it difficult to appraise the 

information provided fairly, without seeing 

historical context, benchmarking data or 

necessarily understanding the complexity behind 

some targets to understand what “should” be 

achievable versus what is unrealistic. 

Some participants felt that having data on how 

much each individual improvement was likely to 

cost would have helped them trade off priorities. 

11
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Future customers context research
Just prior to this research (2nd August), Thames Water undertook a 2.5 hour qualitative workshop with three cohorts of future customers (split by 

age/life stage) that aimed to understand young customers’ priorities, concerns and issues by asking them:

▪ What current affairs are they most aware of? 

▪ What is personally important to them? 

▪ What has shaped their views on the world around them? 

▪ What are their expectations for the future?

This supplementary research was designed to understand the relatively limited feedback from future customers gathered throughout the 

Acceptability and Affordability testing and provides useful context for interpreting this research. 

Conclusions:

▪ None of the cohorts engaged with water-related issues at a meaningful level

▪ Water as an issue was rarely raised by any participant organically during the discussions

▪ Cost of living crisis dominated the pre-task responses, and the group discussions for all groups

▪ When water was discussed, misinterpretation and vague understandings were more common than not

▪ Water bills are not a concern for any of the groups

Although it was not an objective to test or replicate Accent’s AAT qualitative research, the findings from that research correlate with this project on 

future customers 

▪ Future customers are distant from Thames Water ✔

▪ No relationship or bill communication ✔

▪ Growing up with technology has fuelled and enabled hyper present tense mindset and behaviours ✔

▪ Engage at the last minute ✔

▪ Life is about being in the moment ✔

▪ Struggle to engage with the immediate future ✔

▪ Impossible to project to 2030-50 ✔



Thames Water in the news

◼ Thames Water continue to appear frequently in the 
media, and on the second day of fieldwork (Tuesday 
5th September), a number of water companies 
including Thames Water, were criticised for a number 
of “illegal spills” on dry days, perceived to be 
contravening their licenses. This had been widely 
picked up amongst participants and is likely to have 
been in their minds, particularly when considering the 
spillage improvement area. 

◼ Most recently, Thames Water has been widely 
reported as having severe financial difficulty, to the 
point of potential bankruptcy (29th June) and 
awareness of this was very high. 

◼ This context is likely to have influenced opinions on 
the long term investments covered during this project, 
and such instances are highlighted in the report. 

13

Source: https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/science-environment-66670132 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-66039170
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/science-environment-66670132
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/science-environment-66670132
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3. Response to LTDS



◼ In general future customers had low awareness of 
Thames Water’s activities and responsibilities before the 
groups. 

◼ Many were unaware/had never thought about the 
monopoly nature of the water industry in England and 
Wales. 

◼ There was notable surprise at the extent of the activities 
they undertake and in particular their contributions to the 
environment such as generating renewable energy. 

◼ Several customers were interested in how the bill is 
apportioned, and surprised at how much is involved on 
providing water and wastewater services. 

◼ A vocal minority had heard negative press around 
Thames Water relating to pollution, sewage spills and 
financial problems. Those who were aware of these, 
often spoke emotively about Thames Water and could be 
cynical about their claims. 

Future customers knowledge about Thames Water is 
limited, but they are interested to understand more. 

“Recently involved in the 

scandal of dumping 

sewage”

Future customer, TT

“they're exploiting natural 

resources that we all need, 

and profiting from it” 

Future customer, TT
15



◼ The vision is perceived as covering all the areas customers would expect and heading in the right direction, however, the vision 
was often felt to be (too) generalised and customers wanted more information on how this is likely to be delivered.

◼ Business customers felt it was unrealistic to think 
that far ahead and therefore were sceptical about 
whether it would be delivered

◼ Those who had seen negative press about Thames 
Water in particular had questions around their 
ability to deliver this vision. 

̶ “With the news, I think there is an additional piece to 
demonstrate competency…I think there is a big piece 
in restoring confidence to reassure aspects of their 
business and ability to implement the plan” Small 
business, TT

◼ The plan is inextricably linked to the bill impact, and 
therefore customers often felt without this 
information they could not comment on its 
effectiveness. 

◼ There was particular interest from household 
customers in how Thames Water’s plans would 
mitigate against climate change. 

Response to the long-term vision to 2050 positive, but customers want more 
information and want reassurance that Thames Water will deliver

16



Summary of improvements tested

Clean water (Thames/Thames only):

▪ Reducing leaks

▪ Water supply interruptions 

▪ Appearance, taste and smell of tap 

water 

▪ Making the water supply more reliable 

▪ Reducing the risk of lead in drinking 

water (new since AAT qualitative 

research)

Wastewater:

▪ Sewage flooding of properties

▪ Sewage flooding of gardens or 

outbuildings

▪ Pollution of rivers and bathing waters

▪ Improving the capacity of sewage 

treatment works water (new since AAT 

qualitative research)

▪ Reducing sewage spills into rivers water 

(new since AAT qualitative research)

Most improvements tested were familiar to those who participated in the AAT qualitative research, however future customers had not seen these and 

therefore extra care was taken to explain the targets and descriptions of improvements. The stimulus shown is available in the Appendix.  

17



Priority areas for improvement - Summary

◼ Customers often cited that the priorities 
should be areas where public health or the 
environment were most impacted e.g. lead 
in drinking water, pollution, sewage spills, 
sewage flooding and water quality. 

"anything like that that could affect…the quality of life, 
and also the future of our kids, or the environment, 
that's really, really important" TT, ABC1. 

◼ Leakage was less frequently mentioned as a 
priority compared with reducing lead in 
drinking water or reducing sewage spills. 

◼ Little difference between segments, 
although business customers were often 
less emotive and more data focused when 
interpreting the targets. 

◼ Future customers were amongst the most 
passionate about pollution of rivers, but 
most customers supported the view that this 
is a priority area. 

18



Prioritisation:

This was the most frequently 

mentioned priority area (amongst 

Thames/Thames customers), one of 

the most emotive, and was even 

spontaneously mentioned by an Affinity 

Water customer as being a priority. 

Reducing the risk of lead in drinking water
▪ The majority of customers were unaware that that there were still lead pipes on Thames Water’s 

network, or within customer homes, or that there was a potential risk to health as a result. 

 "Public safety risk should be prioritised….The fact there's lead pipes is worrying to 

hear“ TT, Future

 “We've taken away lead in petrol, so we're not breathing it in, yet we’re drinking it, 

ingesting it - that is horrendous“ TT, C2DE

▪ It is an emotive subject and customers were often highly concerned at the potential harm to 

health, particularly the possible risk to children, mentioned in the stimulus material. 

 “It's about safety of drinking water, isn't it?...it's a bit emotive sticking babies on the 

slide, but it’s definitely pulled in my heart strings.“ TT, ABC1

▪ Although customers are happy that the target is aiming to eliminate lead pipes from the 

network by 2050, many customers want this target to be reached sooner.

 “It seems like they are fixing the problem 100% . Only issue is that they should be fixing 

in 10 years.” TT, Microbusiness

Level of 

priority

Top

▪ The initial rate of replacement is important – this is an area customers feel cannot be put off any longer, and needs to be tackled as soon 

as possible. 

 "they are saying themselves, that can be harmful. And they’re gonna wait another 5 years. “ TT, C2DE/Vulnerable

▪ Lack of awareness means customers are looking to Thames Water for information on whether they have lead pipes, both in their 

properties and leading to it. 

▪ One group of business customers were less emotive on the subject, and pointed out they didn’t hear stories in the press of lead 

poisoning, and that it is likely lead pipes would be replaced as part of wider pipe replacement anyway. They were keen to have more data 

on the issue such as levels of lead in the water, where the pipes were and the length of pipes affected. 19



Pollution of rivers and bathing waters

▪ As this is such a high priority area for customers, it’s also an area where customers are pushing for greater ambition – both in terms of a lower 

end point, and getting there sooner. 

 “This target just says we are going to tinker with it” TT, Microbusiness

  "Should be deep decline.... I don't think the money is necessarily being pointed in the right direction“ AT, Future

▪ Specifically, customers want to see the first 5-year trajectory (which was pleasing for most) continued throughout the 25-year plan. 

 “They have not gone far enough by the end. It starts strong but then phases out” TT, Microbusiness

▪ Public health and the environment were frequently mentioned as the critical drivers of why this area is so important to address. 

 “this is affecting the environment, the ecosystem, the wider society like this is just like a really big impact“ TT, ABC1

▪ Press coverage of penalties incurred by Thames Water and other water companies for pollution incidents were mentioned in almost every group, 

although these were frequently mixed up/merged together with sewage spills and customers were not usually clear on the difference and 

responsibilities for each, without some explanation from the moderators. 

 “It’s such a political issue I’m surprised they are not doing more.“ TT, Microbusiness

 “I think they're gambling there, that if they make a difference up front it maybe won't be as big an issue and be in the papers as much, 

and they can get away with just marginal, so a token effort afterwards.“ AT customer

▪ For business customers it was noted that this can affect tourism and therefore have direct financial impact. 

 “This issue impact tourism, so small businesses are being affected by this.” TT, Microbusiness

Level of 

priority

Very 

high

Prioritisation:

Aside from lead in drinking water, this priority area was identified by the largest proportion of 

customers. 

“Things pertaining to local environment and health and safety are fundamental...if you neglect 

these things it can have catastrophic consequences“ TT, Future

20



Appearance, taste and smell of tap water
▪ For many customers water quality is a very important area, but opinion was divided over whether 

the targets went far enough or not. 

 "If the quality of the water's not there, everything else goes in the bin....if your water 

comes out brown and smelly you're not gonna be happy. 25 years is a very, very long 

time and they can only reduce it by half...its not quite good enough“ TT, Future

▪ The plateau for the first 5 years was noticed by many, but relatively few concluded this was 

unacceptable given the trajectory for the 25 year plan. 

 "I just can't believe in 5 years. There's no improvement. It just seems shocking.“ TT, 

ABC1

▪ Business customers overall tended to be satisfied with the target ambitions, partly as the 

numbers were already so low. 

 “This number is insignificant, is it worth talking about?” TT, Microbusiness

▪ Some customers felt this measure is likely to improve anyway, as other improvements are made 

such as new pipes and therefore should not be singled out as a priority. 

▪ Several customers took issue with what they felt to be the subjective nature of the target, and 

would prefer money is invested to measure water quality objectively using technology such as an 

add-on to individual water meters, rather than relying on customer complaints to measure this. 

 "if they could actually come to the person's house and take these samples, and then go 

back every so often... I think that'd be better.“ TT, ABC1

 "ultimately you're relying on people to report it, and some will not, and some will over 

report in some cases, even if it's fine.“ TT, C2DE/Vulnerable

Level of 

priority

Medium 

high Prioritisation:

This improvement area could 

be polarising, with some feeling 

it to be critical (particularly 

amongst those who do not 

currently drink tap water), 

while others were happy with 

current quality and therefore 

did not feel the need for 

improvement in this area. 

“Not everyone is able to buy 

bottled water all the time, so 

ensuring tap water is a decent 

standard is really important“ 

TT, Future

21



Reducing sewage spills into rivers

▪ This area was discussed in most groups well before discussing the improvement targets, as it 

was top of mind due to negative press around sewage spills. However, in many cases, customers 

were pleased to see what they thought to be ambitious, yet realistic targets and therefore were 

satisfied the area was being tackled effectively. 

 "This looks like they have identified a problem and they are trying to get it done quickly. 

From this plan they are making a significant drop.” TT, Microbusiness

 "Quite a rapid descent, shows its possibly quite easy to fix“ TT, Future

 “Very important…if it spills into rivers it can harm wildlife….it does seem very ambitious 

actually” TT, Future

▪ For some they still prefer to see more ambition (achieving the targets sooner, or even reaching 0). 

 “Having any sewage spills into the river- this is the sort of thing where they should be 

achieving 100%. This is the key thing that Thames Water should be doing and this says 

we are working on it but still expect there to be pollution into every river.” TT, 

Microbusiness. 

 "Maybe they can reduce that number, at a quicker rate, if they really cared“ TT, Future

 "The difference between 14.2 and 11.5 is a is about a 20% reduction. So for all the media 

hype..they're saying they gonna reduce ... by 20% in 10 years. That's truly nowhere near 

enough.“ TT, ABC1

▪ This area was often compared directly with the pollution of rivers target, and customers were 

more satisfied with this target than the pollution target which they felt slowed after an initial focus 

for the first 5 years. 

Level of 

priority

Medium 

high
Prioritisation:

This area is a relatively high 

priority, but as customers were 

more satisfied with the targets 

associated with it, they didn’t 

mention it as frequently as 

pollution of rivers, which was 

an area with some frustrations 

around the targets set. 

22



Sewage flooding of properties
▪ Although most customers had no personal experience of sewage flooding in their properties, 

there was wide acceptance that if it did happen, it would be extremely disruptive. 

 "it probably is fairly inevitable that it's going to happen occasionally, but it's horrible for 

every single person that it happens to. So I think it's worth trying to reduce.“ TT, 

C2DE/Vulnerable
 

▪ More often than not, household and business customers want to see greater ambition for this 

target. 

                   “It’s only 1 customer in 25 years drop. The sheer decline is not as deep as I would 

expect. The number doesn’t go far enough. I think the number should be 0.7 by 100,000 

not 10,000 properties in 25 years” AT, SML business.

                   “I think that I between now and 2050, is a pretty pathetic target personally.“ AT customer.

                   “Why is it  only half or thereabouts in 25 years? They should be more ambitious about the 

target” TT, Microbusiness

▪ There was some debate whether this improvement should be aiming for 0, or whether that is 

impossible, given the challenges to the network. 

 "we live in a society that should not have sewage flooding into a property…the numbers 

should be more dramatic than that.“ TT, ABC1

 "I don't think we're gonna ever eliminate sewage flooding, just because the infrastructure 

of Thames Water.. all the pipes are just so old“ TT, C2DE/Vulnerable

▪ Customers also mentioned that this is an area that is exacerbated by customer behaviour 

(flushing un-flushables), and therefore they need to take some responsibility, as well as Thames 

Water (continuing to) educate customers. 

 "we, the public, are more responsible on that one, because it's we who put the wrong 

things down the toilet.“ TT, ABC1

Level of 

priority

Medium

Prioritisation:

Although most customers 

accepted that for those 

affected it can be devastating, 

only a minority highlighted this 

area as a priority over issues 

that affected them more 

directly. 

There was a feeling that for 

those affected it would need to 

be top priority, but personally, 

often other areas are 

prioritised. 

A number of customers would like context for these figures 

to see how the figures have changed over time, in order to 

understand how ambitious (and achievable) the plan is. 23



Reducing leaks ▪ A few were happy to see the target more than halve over the 25 year 

period, but there was also scepticism that the first 5-year target will be 

achieved, and might be over ambitious. Without seeing the context of 

leakage now and in recent years, some felt if difficult to assess if this initial 

5-year target was realistic or not. Giving customers more detail on why the 

targets are structured this way is likely to build confidence that Thames 

Water can Deliver them. 

 “they're struggling just to keep the taps running so how they’re 

gonna achieve 40 litres saving per household in 5 years.” TT, ABC1

 “They seem to suggest that the most dramatic improvement in the 

first 5 years and what is the basis for that?” TT micro business. 

▪ Whilst others felt frustration that the initial improvement rate achieved for 

the first 5 years, declined for the remaining term

 “If the same efforts in the first 5 years can be kept on for the rest of 

the years to 2050, perhaps will get to 0 instead of 61” TT, ABC1

▪ There is still shock at the leakage rates, why leakage occurs and even the 

final target still seems high to many. 

 "Quite shocked at how much water is lost per property per 

day….their plan is to halve that but it still seems quite a lot“ TT, 

Future

 "I think we also need to know what's causing the leaks…Is it old 

infrastructure? They've repaired it, but haven't done a good enough 

repair job? Is it tree roots or something? Is it nothing to do with 

Thames Water?” TT, C2DE/Vulnerable

Level of 

priority

Medium 

low

Prioritisation:

For a minority, reducing leakage is still a high priority 

and needs to be part of the bigger picture of water 

security in future. 

“We don't really know about global warming and 

droughts, and we have had hose pipe pans. So I think it 

probably is really important, because there could be a 

point where there genuinely isn't actually enough 

water…we are quite marginal in our reserve.“ TT, ABC1

However for others, it’s not as high up their agenda 

compared with other areas such as issues relating to 

the environment. 

"It doesn't feel as much of a priority as the 

environmental stuff as that feels more emotive“ TT, 

Future

24



Improving the capacity of sewage treatment works
▪ Many customers felt this area was simply a reflection of keeping in line with population growth, 

rather than a target to deliver more than required. Following that line of thinking through, 

customers felt this was not an area they could prioritise or not as it would have to be done 

regardless of customer opinion. 

 “it's just keeping in line with what would have to happen anyway, rather than and going 

above and beyond where we are now"  TT, ABC1

 "Feel this has to be done…if the capacity isn't there, eventually you get to a point where 

this has to be done“ TT, ABC1

 “that's the most impressive looking graph. But it might mean nothing, could just mean 

we’re standing still.” AT customer

▪ This is also an area where customers felt that the target itself did not explain what would be 

delivered as a result. i.e. the headline is about sewage capacity, but the target does not provide 

a metric of capacity. 

 "I don't have enough information to know if that's enough…it doesn't sound like they’re 

making any new ones. But I've got no data to be able to say, if they went from 15, or if 

they upgraded or expanded 100 of the ones that they've got, would they then be able to 

reduce the number of pollution incidents that they had, and the sewage overflows, and 

that sort of thing.“ TT C2DE/Vulnerable

▪ A minority felt the target should be more ambitious (upgrading at least half of treatment works) as 

they assumed that this would help with other issues on the network. 

▪ Business customers in particular, wanted to know the geographical location of the works to be 

improved, and to understand if any areas outside of new housing developments would also be 

improved. 

Level of 

priority

Medium 

low

Prioritisation:

For most customers this was 

an area that they felt was a 

necessity in order to meet 

needs for population growth, 

rather than a customer priority. 

However for small numbers, 

they felt an improvement in this 

area would contribute to 

improvements in several other 

areas and therefore should be 

prioritised. 

25



Water supply interruptions

▪ Customers struggle to make sense of the way this target is shown. Some felt the targets 

seemed reasonable, based on the % reduction, whilst others felt it did not seem ambitious 

enough based on number of minutes reduced over 25 years. This idea is difficult to translate 

to what that means for customers experiencing long interruptions of several hours/days. 

 “In the first five years it is being reduced 1.30 minute and then a minute each 5 

years, so they are not trying to reduce it fully which is possible in 25 years” TT, 

Microbusiness 

▪ One customer (C2DE/Vulnerable) said that this area is more about how Thames Water 

respond to an interruption, rather than reducing frequency/length of an interruption itself, 

which many conceded were unavoidable in some cases. If Thames Water respond effectively, 

customers can tolerate the interruption much better, and these customers also mentioned 

that Thames Water had responded well to interruptions in their experience.  

Level of 

priority

Low

Prioritisation:

Most had not experienced an interruption of more than 2 hours, and therefore without experience of the impacts a long interruption 

can bring, this was frequently felt to be low priority compared with other improvement areas.

"I would choose other priorities over this one...My hope would be that as we make improvements, this will go down naturally as a 

result of the work that's being done, anyway. “ TT, ABC1

Only those who had experienced interruptions saw this as higher priority. 

"We had one for a couple days….there was a single mum at the bottom of my street and she wasn't able to leave her house“ TT, 

Future

"my school shut for 2 days because there were problems with the pipes....everyone’s education was interrupted because of 

Thames Water“

 “As a business we just wouldn’t be able to open” TT, Microbusiness
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Making the water supply more reliable

▪ Primarily, customers were surprised at the number of properties ‘at risk’ of a 

lengthy interruption, but also impressed that this is the only target aimed at 

(almost) eliminating the problem over the 25 year period. 

 "Huge increase, rather impressive. “ TT, microbusiness

 "its quite alarming that there's 3.6m properties at risk…seems like quite a 

good amount of properties being protected“ TT, Futures

▪ All except one customer (who would like to see it achieved sooner) were satisfied 

with the ambition of this target. 

 "it's 2 plus days of interruption, you'd expect that to be quite serious. It’s 

not like a little leak or a little pipe that's broke…2 days to fix…you’re 

probably repairing the Thames estuary or something...the metrics seem 

ambitious“ TT, C2DE/Vulnerable

▪ Although one TT microbusiness group did suggest that if 100% is possible, 

perhaps this target is easier than others to meet. 

▪ This target elicited some interest in the geographical areas likely to be impacted 

by these improvements, partly to see if their own properties were at risk, but also 

to see if they agreed with the areas to be targeted. 

Level of 

priority

Prioritisation:

Low priority area for all but one 

customer, who had experienced a 2-day 

interruption, however customers could 

see that for those experiencing a long 

interruption, it would be a priority. 

“2 days is a long time….I'd say 

protecting people's water supply is the 

most important thing as populations 

grow“ TT, Future

"When pipes have been blocked people 

have had to rely on bottled water, gym 

memberships to have showers…which 

shouldn't be something you have to buy.“ 

TT, Future

Low
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Sewage flooding of gardens or outbuildings

▪ This target seemed less impressive to customers than the sewage flooding inside 

buildings, particularly for businesses, and customers would like to see greater 

ambition here too, to bring it down lower. Some even suggested Thames Water may 

be too cautious on this measure, to ensure they can meet the targets. 

 “Being too careful, or they are avoiding being ambitious because they don’t 

want to fail” TT, Microbusiness

 “Don’t know how these things connect, have they compromised this for 

keeping sewage out of properties?” TT, Microbusiness

▪ Some customers felt this target may be an area where Thames Water were providing 

the minimal improvements as required by Ofwat, rather than stretching themselves. 

 "They've been told they've got to do it. The only challenge is. are they doing? 

Are they going above and beyond. Or was this just what set by the 

regulator?“ AT Customer

 "It looks as though they're just doing much of what they've already been 

doing.“ AT Customer

Level of 

priority

Low

Prioritisation:

Generally considered to be lower 

priority than flooding of properties as it 

is less damaging.

“People can live with sewage in their 

gardens, but if it goes into the 

bedrooms, you've got a problem“ AT, 

Future

However, a small minority felt as it 

affects a larger number of customers it 

should also be a priority for 

investment. 
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LTDS is broadly acceptable to customers in terms of 
the coverage of improvements to be delivered 
◼ However, in many cases customers would like 

targets to be met quicker and/or to be more 
stretching. In particular these are:

̶ Reducing the risk of lead in drinking water

̶ Pollution of rivers and bathing waters

̶ Reducing sewage spills into rivers

̶ Sewage flooding of properties

◼ As many of the improvements seem to be 
interlinked, customers found it difficult to trade them 
off against one another, and would like to see all the 
improvements made, at least partially. 

◼ One group of Thames/Thames microbusiness felt 
the plan was not acceptable, as the coverage was 
too broad and would rather they focus their efforts 
on a smaller number of core services. 

“I think it’s acceptable if you want an easy route out. They are not ambitious 

enough. They are not stretching it out. This should be 15 years not 25 

years.” TT, SML Business

“I don’t think it is acceptable especially all the ones about sewage. …I think 

they are being too ambitious, if they had a core of things that gets down to 

zero I would be much happier with that.” TT, Microbusiness

“I think for me, that's something about the overall theme of trying to be 

everything to everyone and do a little bit of everything.” TT, Microbusiness

"I think it could go a little bit 

further…they didn't 

completely reassure me….if 

one is neglected it can have a 

knock on effect on the others“ 

TT, Future

“overall is quite a decent plan, 

because they're not going to be 

able to get everything down to 0 

at the end of the day” TT, ABC1
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4. Response to Phasing 
options



Phasing options tested

Three options for phasing 
improvements and therefore bill 
impacts were shown to customers, 
with a short description of how this 
would change both the bill impacts  
felt by customers and when they 
would likely perceive 
improvements to have been made. 

Between events, the order in 
which these options were 
presented were rotated, in order to 
minimise any order effects. 
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Option 2
The vast majority preferred the       
gradual and predictable increase of        
option 2, over either of the other                                                                      
options where there would be a steep                                                            
increase at some point in future.

Option 1

The remaining participants opted for option 1, where 
they felt they would see the benefits of the 
investments sooner, and have a lower bill overall by 
2050. 

Three quarters preferred option 2 – a linear increase 
over time. 

Businesses were 

more open to option 

1, than household 

customers, preferring 

to take the increase 

now, get the benefits 

now, and pay lower 

bills long term.  
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✓ Tackles perceived long-term underinvestment

✓ Benefits of investment seen straight away (as long 
as they are delivered as promised)

✓ Expectations are high for delivery in the first 5 
years under this option – customers would need to 
see palpable improvements to demonstrate how 
investments have been spent

✓ Prevents further degradation of assets and 
infrastructure (as potentially could happen with 
other cost options) 

✓ Perception that Thames Water are being proactive 
and tackling problems head on

✓ Fairer to future customers as bills will be lower later 
on

 Fear that the initial increase may be too steep for 
some to afford (particularly in the context of very 
high rises recently for energy and cost of living 
crisis)

 Some happy to wait a little longer to see benefits, if 
it spreads the cost increases more evenly over 
time

 Can Thames Water guarantee no further rises after 
2030?

 Requires significant trust in Thames Water to 
deliver as promised, and keep prices as promised, 
which is lacking for many customers

 Concern over Thames Water’s financial situation – 
what would happen to customer money if Thames 
Water go bankrupt?

Option 1 – Acceptable for most. Some interest as this option saves customers 
money overall and customers see the benefit of investments quicker than other 
options
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Customers can see some benefits to option 1, but most 
preferred the predictability of option 2

"It's not the not the right time to be 
telling people that they should like 
fork out more money.“ TT, ABC1

"I think there's been huge 
under investment in the water 

industry for so long…we know it 
needs doing...And it's a problem 
we've got now. So it's painful.“ 

TT, ABC1

"The only benefit is you are seeing what 
you are paying for straight away...but I 

don't think its worth it....its not my main 
priority to see it right now“ TT, Future

"If some things get fixed 
now, then maybe it will be 

better for the future, so 
we'll have less stuff to fix". 

TT, Future

“we are still in a big cost of living crisis, and if 
Thames Water suddenly threw everyone 
massively into the deep end it would be 

disastrous“ TT, Future

"How do we know they're going 
to be wise with it (so much 

money)...seems a bit risky“ TT, 
Future"If they are able to guarantee it 

won't go above £650 in 2050 I 
can see it being a better option" 

TT, Future

"I believe the sacrifice 
should be made now rather 

than later". AT, Future

"I think it’s acceptable and 
affordable. It needs to be done; it 
needs to be paid more [by other 

sources]” TT, large business

"Personally, I prefer [this] 
because it means that Thames 

get the job done and not faffing 
around” TT, Microbusiness

"you would expect a lot to happen in the first 5 
years when you're paying a lot, and probably after 
2030, or whatever like your improvements, slows 

down. But the major thing must have already 
been implemented. But it doesn't say that, you 

pay first, now. But the improvement is gonna be 
very slow, and it's gonna take 25 years. I wouldn't 

expect this“ TT, C2DE/Vulnerable



✓ Perceived to be the fairest option – does not place 
excess burden on either future or current 
customers. 

✓ Feels like the safest option – steady increase to bills 
in exchange for the most pressing issues to be 
tackled first. 

✓ Gradual and predictable increases over time are 
easier to budget for (no surprises)

✓ Gives a chance for wages to keep pace (although 
the future economic climate is a big unknown)

✓ Still allows for investment from the start, even if not 
in all areas

✓ Priority areas for first 5 years would be lead pipe 
replacement, pollution, leakage, sewage flooding. 

 Customers not always willing to accept that only 
some areas will be prioritised in the first 10 years, 
and struggle to identify which could be delayed. 

 Perception that Thames Water will decide which 
areas to prioritise for the first 10 years, and that 
requires trust from customers that they will get it 
right. 

 Some frustration if bills are to rise every single year 
– feels more realistic that they may stay the same 
for a year or two at a time.

 Perception that Thames Water are not charging 
enough now, if even with bill increases, they still 
cannot make improvements above basic 
maintenance. 

Option 2 – Universally acceptable. On the basis it has a familiar profile for 
incurring costs, easier to budget and in line with inflation and wage increases. 
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Option 2 on balance preferred, but for some there are 
still disadvantages to this phasing option
“Expecting a rise every year, but it's more or less in the 

same proportions is easier to handle...They're supposedly 
improving things over time, and you would expect to have 
to pay for improvements over time rather than give them 
all the money now we'll get all the benefits today when 

we're not quite believing that we will." AT Customer

“Option 2 and 3 starts to feel like a postcode lottery on what 
areas or priorities they start with  first,“ TT, Microbusiness

" Almost acknowledging they're not charging us enough right 
now, because obviously with the money that they're getting at 

this present time that just can't do anything extra.“ AT 
customer

"It’s evenly spread 
between current and 
future customers“ AT, 

future

"Least worst option“ 
AT customer

“It's kinder for everybody, isn't it? 
Because everybody at the moment, 

we're all completely squeezed. 
Option, 2's kinder in in the short 

term" TT, C2DE/Vulnerable

“Most pressing areas in that time 
areas would be the ones affected 

by climate change" TT, Future

"They all risk somewhat to health...all need to be 
done...not really good enough that they are 

planning to do it over the next 30 years...I wouldn't 
say anything can wait“ TT, Future

"Would be nice to see at least a 
little bit of improvement in all 

of them as they all have a knock 
on effect on each other“ TT, 

Future

“There may be ones we want to prioritise but that may 
not be able to happen until way later because we are 

being charged more at that stage“ TT, Future“My water bill isn't my biggest bill, 
and I think I want to keep it that way 

because everything else like rent 
electricity groceries…it's already so 

high. " TT, ABC1

"with all the cost of living stuff, at least we 
know that's just gonna have a normal 

increase. Just hope that they're sort of rolling 
along and doing the work." TT, ABC1

36



 Costlier for everyone in the long term.

 Not acceptable to continue paying bills at the 
current rate and not see any improvements 
over such a long period.

 Fears that the infrastructure cannot continue 
that long without significant investment and 
will only degrade further.

 Customers feel the economic situation is not 
expected to improve in near future, and 
possibly not even by 2035 when the steep 
increase would hit consumers very hard.

 Financial burden is all on future customers, 
combined with a long time before any benefits 
are experienced.

 This plan suggests more ‘patch repairs’ which  
are disruptive to customers.

 Situation may be worse than predicted if left 
without investment, therefore may be even 
more costly at that point. 

 Even for those financially struggling now, this 
is not a tenable solution as they are likely to 
suffer even more after 2035. 

 Difficult to manage a rise like that as its 
sudden and customers may not realise it is 
coming until its too late. 

 Makes no attempt to tackle the effects of 
climate change, which is urgent. 

 Customers have priorities over and above 
money, and therefore this option is almost 
insulting. 

Option 3 – Universally unacceptable not to see improvements before 
2035, and price hike is too steep to bear. 
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Option 3 elicited strong views and even a sense of 
despair if  improvements are deferred until 2035. 

38

"I hate the look of this plan...if I haven't 
seen improvement all of this time and my 
bill is getting doubled, I wouldn't want to 

pay money towards that“ TT, Future

"if they're not doing anything 
for 10 years, how bad it will 

get if it's already bad“ TT, 
ABC1

“Not interested in 
patchwork, do it now and 

they need to do it well.” TT, 
SML business

“[It’s a] gamble to know 
where you're going to be in 

10 years, things might be 
more difficult” TT, SML 

business

"Seems pretty selfish and quite evil, as 
we're just passing it along to future 

generations as we couldn't be bothered 
to sort it out"  TT, Future

"In the cost of living crisis, 
it’s good it increases very 

slowly....I just worry when it 
says it increases steeply and 
it is very steep“ AT, Future

"Option 3’s narrative is concerning. Very 
limited improving over 10 years feels 

very dangerous in my mind. That runs a 
serious risk of serious damage“ TT, 

Microbusiness

"It almost seems like they're saving the extra 
money to get cash rich...its giving 
themselves a lot of leeway“ TT, 

C2DE/Vulnerable

“some of the problems could be 
compounded like some of the things 
that that really call our attention like 

lead. And there is climate change 
continues to make things harder. “ TT, 

C2DE/Vulnerable
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5. Affordability



Bill impacts stimulus

One version of the bill impacts with 
5-year incremental values was 
shown to customers. This was 
closest to option 1, Thames 
Water’s provisional likely phasing 
option. Bills were shown with 
inflation noted separately, based 
on Bank of England forecasts. 

Business customers were shown 
increases in % terms. 

A short explanation of inflation and 
its impact on water bills was 
provided in advance of this 
information. 
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The challenging economic climate has impacted 
customer response to affordability
◼ Customers across all segments are 

feeling the impacts of financial strain, 
some for the first time/in areas they 
have not before, and are preparing for 
even tougher times ahead. 

◼ Energy prices are a major contributor to 
the high inflation rates, and customers 
naturally tend to compare water to their 
energy bills. 

◼ Although water bills are low in 
comparison now, customers are 
worried how this might change in 
future, particularly alongside high bills 
for other essentials. 
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Customers reluctantly agree bills may be affordable, but significant 
fears over the future context of which these bills might be part

Future customers in particular found the bill impact to look 
unaffordable and struggle to imagine how they might be able to afford 
the 2050 prices in particular. 

Concern over the high inflation projections, and if they are correct, 
whether wages and salaries will increase at the same rate

Based on bill increases in the recent and longer past, some could see 
that although they look high now, they may well seem more affordable 
at the time. 

Even amongst those who found the projections to look unaffordable, 
they could not identify improvement areas they would want to 
remove/reduce in order to lower bills – now they are aware of them, 
they are all needed. 

Significant trust issues emerged from some customers – lack of trust 
that Thames Water will deliver the targets promised, that they will not 
go bankrupt, that the money will be used as intended, rather than 
being used to pay shareholders

Some could not commit to stating if the bills look affordable, as there 
are simply too many unknown factors, this far into the future. 
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Affordability is complex for customers to assess, especially far into the future and 
is undermined by underlying mistrust of Thames Water for some. 

"I'd be unhappy if I we got to a point where I 
have to pay that and say only 30 or 50 of 

their initiatives have been delivered. But if 
they deliver everything that they say they're 

going to, I'd be happy with that as an 
increase." TT, ABC1

“There's a lot of financial 
mismanagement, which is one of 
the reasons why we're having to 
pay more. So I don't feel that is 
fair, that all of it goes on to the 

users.“ TT, ABC1

“Most pressing areas in 
that time areas would 

be the ones affected by 
climate change" TT, 

Future

“it's been under 
invested in for such a 
long time. We're now 

playing catch up, 
aren't we?“ TT, ABC1

“Jesus Christ, it’s so much 
money....imagine someone in 
their 20s getting a £600 bill 
for their water“ TT, Future

"It feels a bit hard to take, we 
have no say in who provides 

water, ultimately they make the 
decisions, we have no control 

over how much it goes up, its just 
what happens."

 TT, Future

“When you find more 
efficient processes, 

improving sensors or 
equipment, that 

should lower costs 
overall" TT, Future

“At that point in time it would 
be affordable, because it 
would just be part of the 

norms" TT, C2DE/Vulnerable

“Why is the same main burst twice in a short amount of time? It could well be 
the material, or something else…but you know, could it be incompetencies and 

inefficiencies? So II think there's some things that they can probably look at 
internally and how they can make savings” TT, C2DE/Vulnerable

“You need to drive consumer 
confidence in all of this. If we get to 

2030 and they can show what they've 
spent the money on and how it's 

improved things, I think customers 
would be more inclined to agree then, if 

there is a little bit of an increase." AT 
Customer

“It's not too difficult to 
absorb me personally. But I 

don't have trust…we pay 
higher bills for the 

shareholders to take more 
dividends” AT customer

“The fact its pretty much tripled 
from 2020 is crazy...and we don't 

know where the cost of living crisis 
is going to take us“ AT, Future

“Affordable but if the costs go up, the 
more I want to see improvements and 

see that we are achieving what they set 
out” TT, SML business

“They're also on the brink 
of bankruptcy, so how 
much of that money is 
just to prop it up as a 
business“ TT, Future
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6. Conclusions



Summary

◼ The LTDS is broadly acceptable to customers in terms of                     
priorities for investment identified. Of the 10 improvements              
tested, customer priorities are:

̶ Reducing the risk of lead in drinking water

̶ Pollution of rivers and bathing waters

̶ Appearance, taste and smell of tap water (although this was polarising)

̶ Reducing sewage spills into rivers

̶ Sewage flooding of properties

◼ Customers would like to see greater ambition and quicker results on most of their top priorities.

◼ In terms of phasing, option 2 was felt to be fairest, and most in line with customer expectations, therefore 
easier to plan for. Option 1 did appeal to some customers, particularly businesses, who prefer to pay more 
now, receive the benefits sooner and pay less over the 25-year period. 

◼ Affordability was difficult to assess for some, with so many unknowns this far into the future, and in particular 
future customers could not predict how they meet such increases in future. However, most accepted that the 
bills were likely to increase in such a way, and that they would manage, somehow. 
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Spotlight on customer segments

▪ Were least aware of Thames Water’s role and responsibilities at the outset, but often impressed by their contribution to local areas, 
and the environment

▪ Had priorities in line with other customer segments, and were motivated by the same reasons – protecting the environment and 
reducing risk to human health

▪ Included some who were the most passionate about reducing pollution and sewage spills, as well as having strong (mostly negative) 
views on Thames Water, based on press articles around the same subjects. 

▪ Were at times almost overwhelmed by the bill impacts and were not sure how they might manage in future

Future customers:

▪ Were often less emotive, but more likely to scrutinise the data to decide whether targets were realistic/achievable, in light of the 
company’s current challenges

▪ Were more likely to prefer option 1 than household customers (although overall, option 2 was still favoured amongst businesses)

▪ Opinions were not linked to business size – most businesses were aligned with other customer groups’ views, aside from one 
microbusiness group who were particularly cynical towards Thames Water and their ability to deliver against targets and were 
unhappy with the LTDS overall. 

Businesses:

▪ Were aligned with other customers views for the most part, but this particular group were very concerned about lead pipes, pollution 
and sewage spills. 

▪ Were not willing to compromise on improvements to reduce bills

C2DE/Vulnerable customers:
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Next steps

The LTDS is broadly acceptable to customers, but 

communication of the benefits to customers as they are 

implemented is key to rebuilding lost trust and gaining buy-in 

for the bill increases they will experience at PR24 and beyond. 

If customers feel their money has been invested 

wisely, they are more likely to feel the service delivers 

value for money (as it is still the lowest priced essential 

utility) and accept continued, reasonable, bill rises 

over time

Consideration should be given to the optics of the targets that start aggressively and then level off, as customers are unclear 

of the reasons for this. If Thames Water explain the reasons behind this, they are more likely to find customers to be 

supportive. There is certainly an appetite for more detail on each element of the LTDS (including, in particular, individual price 

tags for each component). As the LTDS becomes more refined/detail resolved, further qualitative research to explore that is 

recommended.

Perception of long-term affordability is likely to change with the economic climate, Thames Water’s reputation, and other 

external factors (such as extreme weather events). Therefore regular quantitative tracking might be useful for providing some 

more reliable benchmark data over the course of the delivery of the LTDS, and to measure how sentiment and wider societal 

circumstances input into that. 

47



48

7. Appendices



Declaration that this research observes Ofwat’s standards for high quality research
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Ofwat’s minimum standards 

for high quality research

How we met these standards

Useful and contextualised This research was used to inform customer viewpoints on Thames Water’s Long Term Delivery Strategy. This research falls into a wider body of 

insight gathering aimed to understand what customers want from Thames Water in the near and longer term.

Neutrally designed The survey utilised information materials that had been cognitively tested with customers for comprehension and clarity. The discussion guide used 

was designed by Market Research experts using balanced prompts, rotated stimulus to reduce order effects and a sample that covered a breadth 

of customer views. 

Fit for purpose We used a combination of qualitative groups and mini-groups to fully meet the objectives of this research.  

Qualitative research allows rich insight, using the customers own words to explore early stage plans that have not been fully developed yet and 

feed back on various issues including clarity, acceptability, affordability and wider context without the limitations of closed questions. 

We used plain English and engaging visuals for maximum comprehension.

Inclusive The sample covered a breadth of Thames Water customers including household and non-household, future customers and a range of income and 

financial vulnerability. These groups are the main groups between which we tend to see attitudinal differences and therefore needs to be included 

in the research on the Long Term Delivery Strategy as this will affect all customers. 

Continual Thames Water's research and engagement programme is continuous. The findings from this research will be used in conjunction with previous and 

future insights to inform Thames Water's day-to day service delivery and business plan in the short and long term.

Independently assured All research was carried out by Accent, an independent research and insight consultancy.

Thames Water’s Customer Challenge Group reviewed and gave feedback on the research methodology and initial drafts of the research materials.

Shared in full with others The full report and supporting research materials will be shared with other water companies via a SharePoint site and with the general public via 

Thames Water’s website.

Ethical All research was conducted in line with the Market Research Society Code of Conduct.
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Discussion Guide



Discussion Guide – Household (i)
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Discussion Guide - Household (ii)
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Discussion Guide – Non-Household (i)
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Discussion Guide – Non-Household (ii)
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Pretask (future customers 
only)
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Pre-task: Future HH
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Pre-task: Future HH
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Pre-task: Future HH
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Recruitment Materials



Recruitment Questionnaire - HH
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Recruitment Questionnaire - HH
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Recruitment Questionnaire - HH
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Recontact recruitment email
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Key Stimulus shown



Thank you

Registered in London No. 2231083
Accent Marketing & Research Limited
Registered Address: 30 City Road, London, EC1Y 2AB 

Accent conforms to the requirements of ISO 20252:2019

Full details of research design and methodology are available upon request.
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