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2017 Utility Benchmark Report:
Customer Satisfaction

Introduction
The U.S. water utility industry, following decades  
of underinvestment in its treatment and distribution 
systems, needs to make major infrastructure 
investments to maintain the historic service reliability 
and quality that citizens have come to expect. The 
American Society of Civil Engineers recently gave 
U.S. drinking water infrastructure a D grade1 and the 
American Water Works Association estimates that  
$1 trillion in investments will be needed over the  
next 25 years to maintain access to safe drinking 
water.2 These investments will ultimately be financed 
and paid for by ratepayers, which presents a critical 
challenge for water utilities to build customer 
support for these massive investments. 
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The most successful water utilities realize that asking customers to pay for 

large-scale investments is much easier when ratepayers understand and 

value the services they receive. Fortunately, there are proven, cost-effective 

solutions that water utilities can deploy to build support right now.

Infrastructure = Satisfaction
In their 2016 Water Utility Residential Customer Satisfaction Study, J.D. 

Power and Associates measured customer satisfaction at 84 large U.S. water 

utilities.3 They measured satisfaction along six factors in order of importance: 

delivery, price, billing and payment, conservation, communications, and 

customer service. Within the delivery factor, bad taste and smell have the 

greatest impact on satisfaction among residential customers. Coming in 

a close second is infrastructure maintenance, which slightly trails delivery 

in its impact on customer satisfaction. This presents a catch-22 for water 

utilities because it is difficult to build support for necessary infrastructure 

investments when customers are dissatisfied, and customer satisfaction 

would be demonstrably improved with more resilient infrastructure. 

Resolving the Paradox 
One way to counter this paradox is by proactively investing in customer 

engagement. Engaging customers by simplifying the billing process, helping 

customers use water more cost-effectively, alerting customers to potential 

Paying for large-scale investments is 
easier when ratepayers understand and 
value the services they receive.
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leaks, or simply informing customers of the latest utility news and events are 

proven ways to increase customer satisfaction by building long-term trust 

and political support on the basis of better service. 

Measuring the Impact
WaterSmart is interested in understanding how programs designed to 

increase levels of customer engagement affect satisfaction with utility 

services. To accomplish this, we measured the impact of our multi-channel 

customer engagement programs on utility end-users through surveys 

comparing pre-program and mid-program satisfaction rates. To develop an 

aggregate Customer Satisfaction Index, we tracked customer satisfaction 

along five parameters: value of utility services, understanding of water use, 

ability to save money on water bill, efficiency, and communications. Since the 

nature of ‘satisfaction’ is inherently subjective, we decided to evenly weight 

all response categories for the summary Index values, resulting in a straight 

average across 5 questions for all survey respondents.

The surveys were taken over a 30-month period from mid-2014 through late 

2016. 23,852 customers across 26 utilities in 5 states were surveyed. The 

results are shown in Figures 2 and 3.

FIGURE 2. Satisfaction indicators increased after engagment
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BUILDING THE DATASET

5 states
26 utilities
30 months
23,852 individual responses 
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Results 
While ratings went up most notably along WaterSmart’s core strengths 

of helping customers to save money and use water more efficiently, 

satisfaction increased across the board. The customer perception that their 

utility provides good value for service increased on average 13%, which is 

remarkable for a customer engagement program. Compared with physical 

or capital investments, digital customer engagement is clearly a low-cost 

and rapid way to increase customer satisfaction. On average, the aggregate 

customer satisfaction index increased by more than 25%.

FIGURE 3. Efficiency-focused engagement increased perceived value of servcies
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The aggregate customer satisfaction 
index increased more than 25%.
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Takeaways
Over the next 20 years, water utilities will need to invest unprecedented sums 

to maintain access to safe drinking water. To pay for these critical upgrades, 

water rates will inevitably have to go up, making it important for water 

utilities to proactively build ratepayer support. Investing in technologies and 

programs that build a foundation for high customer satisfaction levels goes  

a long way to support these expenditures.

Given the results of the WaterSmart surveys, we recommend three steps to 

develop programs that increase customer satisfaction:

1. EMBRACE MULTI-CHANNEL CUSTOMER ENGAGEMENT

Multi-channel customer engagement, especially using digital communications, 

is a cost-effective way to build customer satisfaction. Modern-day customers 

are always connected and expect information transparency. Many have 

laptop, tablet, and mobile devices that make it easy to access their water 

consumption and billing information online. By recognizing the wave of digital 

natives who are quickly becoming the core base of ratepayers, water utilities 

can craft digital outreach strategies to satisfy consumer expectations and 

provide greater levels of customer service. 

2. BE PROACTIVE

Proactive engagement is best. Don’t hesitate to candidly share information, 

even bad news. This communication is appreciated by customers and has 

been proven to lead to increased confidence in utility services. In fact, a 2004 

AWWA study found that households that received a water quality report had 

higher customer satisfaction than households that didn’t, regardless of the 

information included in the report.4 

3. BE PERSONAL (AT SCALE)

Sending a personalized message to one person is easy. Sending a 

personalized message to 1,000 people is hard. Getting the right message in 

front of the right customer at the right time requires advanced segmentation 

and content personalization solutions. Water utilities should embrace new 

industry-specific digital analytics and communication platforms that now 

allow them to engage with their customers in a targeted and relevant way.
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Conclusion
Customer satisfaction is a key indicator of how well end-users understand  

the value of water services, and the majority of water utilities can improve 

on this metric. In a climate of rising costs, declining revenue, and growing 

infrastructure investment deficits, utilities need, more than ever, to proactively 

engage their customers and demonstrate the value they are providing.  

The old way of doing things no longer works. Customer demands have 

evolved and new technologies have emerged that change the way utilities 

interface with their customers.

This benchmark report shows how multi-channel digital engagement, 

proactive outreach, and personalized communications can go a long  

way to improving customer satisfaction. These efforts pave the way for  

future investments in our water systems to improve resiliency and quality, 

which contributes to a virtuous cycle of continuous improvement and 

increased satisfaction.

FOR MORE INFORMATION
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info@watersmart.com
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