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“Quality is never an 

accident it is always the 

result of intelligent 

effort” 

 Introduction 
An overview of the project background, objectives and 

methodology. 
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Introduction  

Project background and objectives 

NWG is in the process of developing their PR24 business plan which will be underpinned by extensive 

customer research and engagement. A draft plan is currently in development and will undergo 

acceptability testing in 2023. 

As part of an iterative process to develop and refine a plan which will be presented to customers in 

acceptability testing, NWG has deployed the decision analytics solution Copperleaf to define a best 

value plan based on a range of inputs. One of the inputs required by Copperleaf was customer 

valuations for service improvements across all measures that will be included in the plan. 

A research project was therefore required to derive customers valuations for all 24 measures that will 

be included in the plan for Northumbrian Water and all 14 measures for Essex & Suffolk Water. The 

measures included in the project included: 

- Business Demand 

- Mains Repairs 

- Sewer Collapses 

- Reduced number of blockages 

- Water Quality - Taste & Odour 

- Water Quality - Appearance 

- Bathing Water Quality 

- Pollutions Incidents (total) 

- Serious pollution incidents 

- Discharge permit compliance 

- River Water Quality 

- Storm Overflows 
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- Operational GHG 

- Biodiversity 

- Water Environments (Blue Spaces) 

- Internal Flooding 

- External Flooding 

- Repeat Sewer Flooding 

- Water Supply Interruptions 3 hrs 

- Interruptions 12 hours 

- Interruptions 1 - 3 hours 

- Reduced unplanned outage 

- Leakage 

- PCC 

- Visible Leak Repair Time 

It was important to NWG that customers were able to consider all measures collectively, making trade 

offs where needed and identifying those measures where they would like to see NWG be the most 

ambitious. 

It was also key that the methodology ensured the cognitive validity of results and that customers were 

able to make informed choices and trade-offs without being overwhelmed with information and 

choices.  

The methodology taken to achieve these objectives is described in the following section. 
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Methodology 

Traditionally customer valuations for business planning are derived using stated preference 

methodologies which use choice modelling, however these methodologies only allow respondents to 

consider a limited number of measures (usually up to around 8) so this method would not meet the 

objective of enabling respondents to consider all measures as a whole. In addition, this methodology 

can be difficult for respondents to engage with given the need to make repeated choices about 

different packages. 

It was also recommended that the chosen methodology involve face to face research to enable 

respondents to easily view all of the investments in one go without the restrictions of screen 

dimensions. The face to face approach also enabled the exercise to be tactile bringing to life the 

decisions that were being made and allowing respondents to easily “play around” with their choices. 

On this basis a board game methodology was developed and 2,000 surveys completed via a series of 

hall tests. 

Hall tests 

Hall tests were carried out in various locations across the North East, Essex and Suffolk. The hall tests 

were set up as shown in the images below, with a researcher based at each table to run through the 

activity with each respondent. Members of the public were invited to take part, after completing a 

recruitment survey to ensure they were eligible and met the demographic requirements.  
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The table below shows the locations of the hall tests: 

Location Number of respondents  

North East 

- South Shields  
- Durham  
- Newcastle Upon Tyne 
- Alnwick  
- Darlington  
- Bishop Auckland  
- Hexham  

 

1000 

Essex 

- Chelmsford 
- Romford  
- Southend on Sea 

 

648 

Suffolk  

- Great Yarmouth  
- Lowestoft  

 

 

352 

 

 

Board game 

The board game concept built on ODI research NWG conducted during PR19. Respondents were 

presented with large activity sheets detailing all the performance measures. For each measure there 

was: 

- A short description 

- An indication of current performance and how this compared to the rest of the industry (where 

possible) 

- A potential future service level 
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As shown in the image below, respondents were provided with a number of plastic coins representing 

money they would pay over and above their current water/water and wastewater bill and asked to 

allocate the coins across the measures to demonstrate how much they would be willing to pay to see 

NWG achieve this service level. 

 

The exercise was unconstrained with respondents able to use as few or as many coins as they wished. 

In Northumbrian Water areas, due to the greater number, measures were presented in themes. There 

were four themes in total, with varying numbers of measures under each theme: 

 

 

 

Respondents viewed the themes first and allocated coins to each theme. They then carried forward 

the coins they had allocated to that theme and spread them across the individual measures. 

Respondents could request more coins for each theme or return some if they needed to once they had 

allocated coins to each measure. Throughout the process the researcher continually checked that 

respondents were happy with their total, and they were able to make as many changes as they wanted.  

Respondents were asked if they knew how much they paid per month or year for their water (and 

wastewater) services. If the respondent was aware of their monthly bill, the researcher then calculated 

the annual bill. If the respondent didn’t know how much their bill was, the researcher used the 

Asset Health 

3 measures 

Environment 

9 measures 

Wastewater 

3 measures 

Water 

9 measures 
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showcard below to identify a typical bill. This figure was then used to show how much their annual bill 

would be once additions for each of the measures had been made.  

 

All activity sheets were printed on A2 ensuring all information could be easily viewed, with all 

information shown at the same time. The activity sheets can be found in Appendices three and four.  

Sample profile 

Sampling was undertaken to ensure respondents were representative of the Northumbrian Water and 

Essex and Suffolk Water customer base. The tables below show the demographics supplied by NWG 

which sampling was based on. We also ensured that at least 25% of all respondents were either 

financially vulnerable or had a health vulnerability. 

Age 

 NW region ESW region 

Age range No. % No. % 

16-24 298,268 14% 176,370 12% 

25-34 345,456 16% 238,343 17% 

35-44 302,523 14% 237,617 17% 

45-54 363,878 17% 247,137 17% 

55-64 350,414 16% 209,122 15% 

65-74 290,731 13% 175,667 12% 
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75-84 167,249 8% 104,899 7% 

85+ 64,392 3% 47,514 3% 

TOTAL 2,182,911 100% 1,436,669 100% 

 

Gender 

  

Female 51% 

Male 49% 

 

 SEG 

  

Data cleaning, analysis and report 

Once the research stage was complete, all data was checked and verified to ensure accuracy. This 

involved looking for any incomplete or duplicate responses within the data and verifying 10% of data 

input for accuracy. 

All data was passed on to NWG in order for them to calculate the valuations required for Copperleaf, 

therefore the results of this project are provided in a separate report from NWG. The profiling 

information of all respondents can be found in this report in the next section.  

  

G Grade  Description 

Approx % of 

North East 

Population 

(2011) 

Approx % of 

Essex Population 

(2011) 

Approx % of 

Suffolk 

Population 

(2011) 

A Upper middle class 
16.6% 22.5% 20.5% 

B Middle class 

C1 Lower middle class 29.6% 33.5% 30.2% 

C2 Skilled working class 21.7% 22.5% 24.3% 

D Working class 
32.0% 21.4% 25.0% 

E Non-working 
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“The best vision is 

insight” 

Respondent profile 

An overview of the profile of respondents who 

participated in the research. 
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Respondent profile 

The graphs below show the demographic profile of all respondents. Please note figures may not 

always equal 100% due to rounding.  In line with demographics of NWGs customers, there was a wide 

spread of age groups included in the research.

 

There was also an even split across genders, with slightly fewer male respondents in Essex and Suffolk 

Water.  
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In both regions the socio-economic group with the highest number of participants was C1, followed by 

C2.   

 

Looking at financial status, around a third of respondents across both areas said they struggled to pay 

their bills sometimes or often.  
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41% of respondents in both regions were classed as having a vulnerability. Those identified as having 

a vulnerability answered ‘yes’ to one or more of the following: 

- I or another member of my household is disabled or suffer(s) from a debilitating illness  

- I or another member of my household have/has a learning difficulty  

- I or another member of my household relies on water for medical reasons  

- I or another member of my household is visually impaired (i.e. struggles to read even with glasses)  

- I or another member of my household am/is over the age of 75 years old  

- I or another member of my household speaks English as a second language  

- I or another member of my household is deaf or hard of hearing  

- I or another member of my household is a new parent  
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“Quality is not an act; it is 

a habit” 

 

Appendices 
Supporting documentation can be found in this section. 
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Appendices  

Appendix 1 – Questionnaire 
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Appendix 2 - Showcards 
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Appendix 3 – Activity Sheets Northumbrian Water 
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Appendix 4 – Activity Sheets Essex & Suffolk Water 
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