
Shadow Metering 
Research
A WaterTalk research report prepared for United Utilities

February 2021 



Background, approach 
and summary



PAGE 3

Research background

The amount of customers taking up free meter 
options is reducing, therefore, United Utilities are 
looking to introduce proactive enhanced metering in 
certain areas of the region. This is to gain greater 
visibility of network usage and demand to better plan 
water resources in the future, and the ability to 
identify customer-side leaks to tackle wastage more 
effectively

We wanted to understand customer views of various 
elements of the proposition including:
• Reasons for the roll out
• Associated disruption 
• Lowest bill guarantee
• Lead pipe replacement 

This is key for United Utilities to be able to anticipate and 
mitigate against any concerns or complaints raised by 
customers.
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Research objectives and approach

What we did:

• 28-question online survey with 1,138 United 
Utilities customers who were all unmeasured 
homeowners

• Fieldwork ran between 20th – 28th January 2021

What we did:

• Four x 75 minute online discussion 
groups with customers from the 
WaterTalk community 

• The groups took place between 
Tuesday 17th and Thursday 19th

November 2020

• 1. Open to meters, low usage*

• 2. Opposed to meters, low usage

• 3. Open to meters, high usage

• 4. Opposed to meters, low usage

Stage 1: Qual Exploration Stage 2: Quant Validation

Research was conducted to assess customers’ reactions to the comms. In 

case of any watch-outs to consider before they are sent out to customers. 

The research evaluated the letters in terms of: 

• Ease of understanding

• Clarity

• Initial reactions

• Key take-outs

• Impact on perceptions of UU



Stage 1 recap
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The first stage highlighted a number of customer concerns with the 
messaging

The upfront message is unclear 
with many believing that water 
meters will be monitoring areas 
and not individual homes

Those most opposed believe 
that it is a profits driven exercise 
and is taking away their ‘right’ to 
choose

1) What is United Utilities 
doing?

Many customers that are open 
to having a meter feel that the 
programme feels reasonable; 
the Lowest Bill Guarantee seems 
like a fair way to roll out more 
meters, a way to ensure 
everyone is on the same system 
and a ‘risk free’ way to test 
water meters

2)  Making sure you have the 
cheapest water bill

Lead pipe replacement is on the 
face of it a useful and generous 
part of the deal, but would not 
in itself convert those opposed 
to meters.

Some are concerned about the 
level of disruption involved

3) Replacing lead pipes for 
free

This message was the least liked 
as customers felt it was unfair 
that the next occupier would be 
forced to be on a meter and a 
few felt this could affect their 
property value

4) What will happen if I move 
out?



Stage 2
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Customers evaluated one version of the letters in detail before 
comparing the two versions to choose a preference

Short Letter Long Letter

To see the full document click on the file icon
To see the full document click on the file icon
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Customer were also asked to provide high-level feedback 
on a leaflet intended to accompany the letter

Leaflet

To see the full document click on the file icon



Initial reaction to the 
letters
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Customers’ initial reactions to the letters are mainly positive, 
particularly for making them feel reassured about UU’s plans

Q1. Which of the following best describes how you currently feel after having gone through the letter? Base: All respondents (n=1138)
Q1a - You said that you are feeling. Why did you say this? Base: Reassured (n=512), Indifferent (n=224) Happy (n=172)

Reassured

45%
Happy

15%
Indifferent

20%
• 16% - Water meter won’t increase bills 
• 15% - I could save money
• 15% - Chance to replace lead pipes 

• 18% - Doesn’t affect me 
• 9% - Not interested or bothered
• 6% - Don’t want a water meter

• 22% - Could save money
• 19% - Chance to replace lead pipes
• 15% - Just like the idea

“I gather that if a water meter were fitted outside 
my home, my bill would remain fixed, or even go 

down, if I use less than the recommended amount.  
This makes me feel very reassured”

Female, 35-54, Cumbria

“I am not bothered about whether you put a 
meter on the pipe as long as you don't put my 

bills up” 
Male, 55+, Greater Manchester

“I can save some money and they can find 
any leaks” 

Male, 35-54, Lancashire

Customer reaction to the letters

Open to water 
meter (56%)

Open to water 
meter (20%)

18-34s (25%)
35-54s (23%)
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Those reacting negatively either don’t understand the message 
altogether or are angry because they feel a meter is being installed 
against their will

AngryConfused Disinterested Frustrated

5% 4%* 4%* 2%*
• 24% - Need more information
• 19% - Don’t understand it
• 12% - Too much information

• 23% - Don’t want a 
water meter

• 31% - Don’t want a water meter 
• 31% - Don’t want to be forced to 

have a water meter
• 17% - Possible cost increase

• 37% - Not Interested
• 20% - Don’t want a water 

meter

“I would like to know if I have to have 
this done, or is it a suggestion” 

Female, 55+, Cheshire

“Because although I don't agree with water 
meters I am getting one anyway” 

Female, 55+, Merseyside

“It was of no interest and would have 
gone straight in the recycling bin” 

Female, 55+, Lancashire

“Because I don't want a water meter 
and feel that this is what's going to 

happen down the road”
Female, 55+, Lancashire

*Confusion seems to 
largely come from 
misunderstanding 
the optional aspect 
of the water meter

Customer reaction to the letters

Q1. Which of the following best describes how you currently feel after having gone through the letter? Base: All respondents (n=1138)
Q1a - You said that you are feeling. Why did you say this? Base: Confused (n=59), Angry (n=48*), disinterested (n=41*), Frustrated (n=22*) *caution – low base size

Not open to water 
meter (7%)

55+ (6%)

Only 28% of low income and disabled customers are open to meters generally and disabled customers were more likely to feel 
negatively towards the plans (28% vs 15% overall)
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Top reasons for feeling more positive towards UU are..

• 14% Helping/caring for customers
• 9% Possibility of lowering bills 
• 7% Reducing leaks and saving water 

Most view UU more positively because of comms, while any lingering 
mistrust may be due to pre-set customer ideas

4%
4%

41%

37%

14%
Much more positive

Somewhat more positive

No different

Somewhat less positive

Much less positive

Q9. How does this letter affect your opinion of United Utilities, if at all? Q10. Please tell us in your own words why the letter makes you feel towards United Utilities, in as 
much detail as you can. Base: All respondents (n=1138) 

51%

Top reasons for feeling less positive towards UU are..

• 7% Don’t trust UU
• 2% Don't like not having a choice / feel they'll 

eventually be forced on us

Impact of letter on perceptions of UU

Net: More positive

Disabled customers more likely to feel less positive (21%)
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Communications must ensure they do what they can to ease concerns 
around mistrust and logistics

Q14. After seeing the customer information today, would you have any concerns about United Utilities fitting water meters outside customers’ homes?
Base: All respondents (n=1138)

• On a practical level, customers 
are concerned about disruption 
that installations and lead pipe 
removal can cause when it’s 
going on outside their home

Reasons for concerns about the proposition

“It's yet more disruption and yet 
another company digging up the road 

and causing inconvenience”
Male, 35-54, Lancashire

LogisticsMistrust

• Too intrusive and will result in  
compulsory water meters

• Prices will go up, despite 
reassurances that they won’t

• General mistrust of utility 
companies, means some are simply 
skeptical of where this will lead

“It's an unsubtle way of getting meters 
assigned to each home”
Male, 35-54, Cheshire

20%
have 

concerns 

The key ways to ease any 
concerns is to look at the 

text to ensure it is: 
• Clear and 

transparent
• Makes flexibility in 

opt-out clear

However, it is worth 
noting that with any 
comms there is likely to 
continue to be a minority 
unwilling to trusting the 
proposition

Customer concerns

Low income and disabled 
groups are more likely to 

have concerns
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Positive clarifications can help in reassuring customers that 
changes are optional and their bills will not be raised 

Q15. And is there anything missing from the customer information you have seen today that you think United Utilities needs to include before sending 
to customers? Base: All respondents (n=1138) 

12%
believe there is still  
information missing 
which needs to be 

included 

2. The extent and 
management of disruption

“How much disruption will there be?” 
Male, 55+, Lancashire 

“Possible disruption and damage to the 
property and garden - will it be made 

good?”
Male, 55+, Cheshire 

1. Why water meters need 
to be installed

“What is the long-term objective of 
installing this water meter?”

Male, 55+, Merseyside

3. Clarification that changes 
aren’t mandatory 

“That it isn't a sneaky way to 
eventually force people to have 

meters - even if not now”
Female, 55+, Merseyside

4. Clarification over price

“How long the offer of paying the lowest 
bill will be in force. 2 years? 10 years?”

Female, 55+, Cumbria

“How much the bill goes up after 2 
years”

Male, 35-54, Lancashire
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Potential extra information to include

Low income and disabled groups 
are more likely to believe there is 

information missing
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Executive overview
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Customers are reassured by the 
comms and feel more positive 

towards UU as a result

Both letters convey information 
well, but the short letter is 

preferred as it is concise and 
effectively retains customer interest

There are still some areas that a 
minority of customers (especially 

those vulnerable) feel could be 
added to the comms to reassure 

them about the plans
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Next Steps

Incorporating the feedback into the final versions of 
the letter and leaflet.

Working on the process to aid vulnerable customers 
through the journey and give them the extra help 
and support needed. 



Shy Sharma
Customer Insight and Exploration Manager
Shy.Sharma@uuplc.co.uk

The WaterTalk panel

To find out more about using the WaterTalk panel to 
meet your business needs, please contact Shy Sharma:• Water Talk is an online community designed to reflect the 

views of those in the North West who have access to the 
internet (circa 90% of the population)

• Customer panels typically provide a deeper level of 
engagement with customers than ad-hoc pieces of research

• It provides rapid research access to UU customers
 This can provide fast and cost effective feedback on a wide range of 

issues

• Where appropriate, work is supported with other 
methodologies and samples to represent those not present 
on WaterTalk

• Nearly 8,000 UU customers are on the panel:
 3,600 have taken part in a research activity in the last 6 months

mailto:Shy.Sharma@uuplc.co.uk
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Sample profile
Total Unweighted

Count %

Gender

Male 524 46%

Female 614 54%

Age

18-34 194 17%

35-54 426 37%

55+ 518 46%

65+ (not mutually exclusive to 55+) 245 22%

Region

Cheshire 150 13%

Cumbria 104 9%

Greater Manchester 406 36%

Lancashire 268 24%

Merseyside 210 18%

Sample Type

Internal 274 24%

External 864 76%

Disabled (internal sample only)

Yes 67 24%

No 205 75%

Total Unweighted

Count %

Openness to getting a water meter

Open to getting a water meter 538 47%

Not open to getting a water meter 595 52%

Vehicles Owned

No Cars 116 10%

1+ Car 1,022 90%

Lead Water Pipe

Aware of lead water in property 192 17%

Unaware of lead water in property 946 83%

Garden Maintenance

Maintained garden 773 68%

Unmaintained garden 230 20%

No Garden 135 12%

Life Stage

Pre-family 283 25%

Family 329 29%

Post-family 322 28%

Household income (internal sample only)

Low income (<£20,000) 46 17%

Not low income (£20,000+) 177 64%

Don’t know / can’t say 51 19%


