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Financial confidence
The extent to which 
customers are confident they 
will be able to afford their 
water and other household 
bills over the next 12 months.

Acceptability of the 
principle of social tariffs
Measure the proportion of 
customers who find the 
principle of social tariffs 
acceptable/unacceptable and 
why.

Acceptability of proposed 
changes to the social tariff
Inform customers about plans for 
the future of the scheme (partly) 
funded through social tariffs and 
understand how acceptable or 
unacceptable this is to 
customers.

Willingness to contribute
Assess customers’ willingness to 
contribute (WtC) to a social tariff 
through their water bill, and the 
amount that they would be 
willing to contribute each month 
as part of their bill to support 
this.

Background and objectives

As part of the business planning process for PR24, SES 
Water (SES) are consulting with their customers on a 
number of topics, including social tariffs. SES wishes to 
eradicate water poverty across their region, with the 
aim of no customer’s bill being more than 5% of their 
disposable income. 

To achieve this aim, it is likely to be necessary for SES 
to increase its social tariff charge to customers’ bills.

To understand customers’ willingness to contribute to 
an increased cross subsidy, DJS research were 
commissioned to undertake acceptability and 
willingness to contribute research with customers to 
explore and understand:
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Methodology 

Quantitative and qualitative fieldwork was conducted during August and September 2023

Quantitative: online: 
Quantitative customer interviews were conducted from email contacts provided by SES Water.  
From a sample of 42,000, 869 interviews were achieved – a response rate of 2%.
Interviews lasted 11½ minutes on average, and respondents were shown a number of pieces of stimulus during the 
interview (as shown throughout the report and in the appendix) to provide information relating to the proposed social 
tariff and other elements of SES Water’s existing programmes and schemes to support customers. 

Qualitative: tele-depths: 
Five qualitative in-depth interviews were conducted on Teams/telephone with respondents from the quantitative stage. 
The purpose of the in-depth interviews, was to explore customers’ reasons for their willingness or unwillingness to 
contribute more to SES Water’s social tariff. Interviews were split by the additional amount they were willing to 
contribute, ranging from £0 to more than £3 per month. 

Notes on this report:
To understand customers’ willingness to contribute (WtC) to the social tariff, a contingent valuation exercise was 
conducted. Contingent valuation is used to establish the amount customers are willing to pay (if anything) towards a 
scheme/service. Respondents were presented with a randomised starting price point and asked if they would or would 
not be willing to pay this amount each month to contribute towards the social tariff. If customers answered ‘no’ they 
were asked again at the next lowest price point – repeated up to three times. If customers answered ‘yes’ they were 
asked at the next highest price point - repeated up to three times. From this we established the maximum amount 
customers were willing to contribute based within the range established in the previous questions, providing us with a 
final amount they were willing to contribute.

Sample 
size:

869
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Sample breakdown: online

*remainder don’t know/prefer not to say. Please note: weighted sample profile shown.

Male: 374

Female: 476

ABC1: 494

C2DE: 258

Yes: 181

No: 647

Yes: 309

No: 479

Note: question asked about self and others 
in the household: Do you or anyone in your 
household have a long-term illness, health 
problem or disability which limits their daily 
activities or the work you can do?

White: 698

Mixed/multiple ethnicity: 25

Asian/Asian British: 40

Black/African/Caribbean /
Black British: 19

Other ethnic group: 12

Note: 
Desired quotas were provided for age, gender and SEG.  
As this information was not included within the sample 
file provided, we could not target specific groups of 
individuals.

The total sample matches well with the local profile in 
terms of age, gender, SEG and Local Authority area.
However, we see some deviation from the local profile 
which has been corrected through weighting.

A weight has been applied to the respondent data to 
ensure profiles match within the region and therefore 
reflect the views of a representative sample.

All data reported on in this report is weighted data. 

A further explanation of weighting and the weighting 
profiles can be found in Appendix 2 of this document. 

18-29: 30

30-44: 244

45-59: 267

60-74: 207

75+: 109

869



7

Sample: In-depth interviews

Male: 3

Female: 2

ABC1: 3

C2DE: 2

Yes: 3

No: 2

No: 4

Prefer not say: 1

Note: question asked about self and others 
in the household: Do you or anyone in your 
household have a long-term illness, health 
problem or disability which limits their daily 
activities or the work you can do?

Very confident: 3

Quite confident: 1

Not at all confident: 1

18-29: 1

30-44: 1

45-59: 2

60-74: 1

n=5

No more: 1

Less than £1: 1

Between £1-£2: 2

£3 or more: 1
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Executive summary
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Perceptions of social tariffs:

Over two fifths (44%) disagree with 
the principle of contributing to support 
customers who are struggling to pay, 
with three in ten (29%) agreeing. 
After being informed of plans for 
increasing the support on offer to 
customers from 2025-2030, 42% find 
the changes unacceptable, and 34% 
acceptable. 

Among customers who find it 
unacceptable the main reasons focus 
on wanting the company to do more / 
cut profits to help fund, feeling that it 
is not a customer’s responsibility and 
a feeling that funding should come 
from the government.

Willingness to Contribute (WtC)

Customers are willing to contribute 
towards additional cross-subsidy for 
social tariffs. The mean WtC among 
customers is 38p extra per month –
suggesting broad support for an 
enhanced social tariff from 2025-
2030.

Executive summary

Key findings:

Headline finding: 
Over half are willing to contribute 
towards an additional cross-
subsidy for social tariffs for the 
period 2025-30, however, 
customers do express concerns 
around the cost of living and bill 
affordability both now and in the 
future. 

1

2

One third of customers would be 
willing to contribute (WtC) at least an 
additional 50p per month towards an 
additional cross-subsidy for social 
tariffs each year from 2025-30. The 
mean WtC is 38p extra per month.

However, there are significant sub-
group differences, with females, and 
those in lower SEG groups and with 
lower household incomes typically 
having a lower WtC threshold. 

Household bills and the cost of 
living:

Just over two-thirds of customers feel 
confident they will be able to afford their 
water bills over the next 12 months. This 
is broadly in-line with perceived 
affordability of mobile phone, council tax 
and internet/broadband. As might be 
expected, gas and electric bills are 
where customers are least confident 
they will be able to afford their bills –
with one quarter (26%) not being 
confident they will be able to afford. 

Mortgages aren’t applicable to three-
fifths of customers participating (62%).

Awareness of support services:

Over two-thirds say they have heard of 
Priority Services. In addition, around one 
in ten (9%) say they are not aware but 
would like to know more.

Less than half (47%) are aware of 
financial support for customers who are 
struggling to pay, with one in seven 
either previously having support or 
currently receiving support (15%).
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Priority services
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Over two-fifths (44%) are aware of priority 
services at a total level

Base: all respondents (869). Q01. Are you aware of the Priority Services Register (PSR) offered by SES Water which assists customers with specific and/or priority needs. The PSR is free to join, and 
helps utility companies like us look after customers who have health, access or specific communication needs to tailor our services to support households who need extra help.

Awareness and usage of priority services

Total

Yes – I have heard of them but do not need these 
services

26%

Yes – I have signed up to them 10%

Yes – I have heard of them, may need them, but 
haven’t done anything

5%

Yes – I have signed up on behalf of someone else 3%

No – but I would like to know more 13%

No – but I do not need them 33%

Don’t know 10%

Respondents who agree with the general principle 
of social tariffs are significantly more likely to 
be aware than those who disagree  (53% cf. 36%)

Sub-group differences: 

Customers who are aware of financial support are 
significantly more likely to be aware (at any 
level) than those who are not (59% cf. 31%)

Customers who say the level of support provided 
is acceptable are significantly more likely to be 
aware than those who say it’s unacceptable (56% cf. 
36%)
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Household bills
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Just over two-thirds are confident in being able to 
afford their water bill over the next 12 months

38%

38%

34%

33%

29%

12%

32%

31%

33%

29%

28%

12%

13%

12%

17%

16%

15%

6%

9%

9%

8%

10%

16%

5%

5%

4%

7%

7%

10%

3%

5%

6%

62%

Internet / broadband

Mobile phone

Water

Council tax

Energy (gas and electric)

Mortgage

Very confident Quite confident Neither Not very confident Not at all confident Not applicable

Confidence in being able to afford household bills over the next 12 months

A quarter of customers are not very / not at all confident they will be able to afford their energy bills over the 
next 12 months (26%)

Note: data labels <4% not shown
Base: all respondents (869). Data is weighted to facilitate comparison. Q02. Which of the following best describes how confident you feel in being able to afford the following bills over the next 
12 months; please answer on a scale of 1 to 5 where 1 is not at all confident and 5 is very confident? Please note that totals may not add up due to rounding. 
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The general increase in the cost of living is the key factor 
for lack of confidence in being able to afford water bills 
over the next 12 months

Base: all not confident they will be able to afford their water bill over the next 12 months (109). Data is weighted to facilitate comparison.
Q03. You said you are not confident that you will be able to afford your water bill over the next 12 months. Why do you say that?

“I am on a very low income. A son with disabilities. The 
cost of living is making our life unbearable. We don't live 

we just exist.” 

Female, aged 45-59

“Because everything is so expensive, and it is 
impossible to survive on our wages anymore. 

Companies like yours and all other utilities are still 
happy to give out huge bonuses whilst we struggle.”

Prefer not to say, aged 45-5942% 38%

Other codes include:

• SES have the highest bills in the country/too 
expensive (13%)

• Retired/relying on pension (7%)

• Other/something else (25%)
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Cost of living

Some key themes:

Increases felt in all aspects of life – various 
bills are increasing, along with day-to-day 
expenses such as fuel making the overall cost 
of living much less manageable. 

Concern for loved ones – with the rise in cost 
of living, people are worried about their 
elderly family who live off single incomes / 
pension, as well as parents worrying for their 
adult children who are living independently 
with some having to help their child/children 
afford to live, particularly in London.

Adjustments made – people are making 
changes to the way they live and how they 
spend their money in order to make life more 
affordable.

In the context of rising costs across the 
board, participants are concerned about their 
ability to cope with the accumulation of their 
household bills.

Q
U

A
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I
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E

“Even petrol has gone up. It’s just another thing you're having to put on 
your credit card, so then your credit card bills are going up and then the 
interest rates are going up and it just got to a point where it is a worry 

and I worry about my friends and family managing.”

Female, aged 30-44, not on a water meter, willing to pay £1-£2

“We’re in a good position in the sense of pension coming in. But as 
everyone in the country knows, even with a pension coming in and being 

sensible in your life, you've just got to watch the spending a little bit 
more carefully.” 

Male, aged 60-74, on a water meter, willing to pay less than £1

“The cost of living is going up massively. Everything's going up in price 
and then the people around you are doing everything they can just to 

get by.” 

Male, aged 45-59, not on a water meter, willing to pay £3+
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Helping those who are 
struggling to pay
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Under half (47%) are aware of support for 
customers who are struggling to pay

Base: all respondents (869). Data is weighted to facilitate comparison. 
Q04. And, were you aware that SES Water offers support for customers who are struggling to pay their water bills? 

Awareness and usage of financial support

Total

Yes – I have had support with my bill in the past 6%

Yes – I am currently receiving support with my bill 9%

Yes – I am aware, may need this, but haven’t done anything 7%

Yes – I have organised this on behalf of someone else 1%

Yes – but I do not need it 25%

No – but I think I might need it 7%

No – but I would like to know more 12%

No – but I do not need it 28%

Don’t know 6%

Respondents aware of priority services are significantly more likely to be aware of financial support. 
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Of those previously or currently in receipt of support, 
reduced bills through Water Support / WaterSure is the 
most common service received

Base: all respondents previously or currently in receipt of support (98). Data is weighted to facilitate comparison. 
Q05. Which of the following support services were you using/in receipt of? 

Support services in receipt of/previously in receipt of

Total

Reduced bill by 50% - Water Support / WaterSure 73%

Flexible payment plan 5%

Water Direct (using benefit payments) 5%

Payment match scheme for customers in debt to 
help them get out of it. – Clear Start 4%

Breathing space – temporary pause on payments 
(maximum of 90 days) 1%

Water Sure – Allows customers to cap their 
bills in certain circumstances 0%

Other (please specify) 4%

Don’t know 14%
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Information for participants

“All water companies in England and Wales have schemes 
to give lower bills to some customers who might 
otherwise struggle to pay. These are called social tariff 
schemes. In line with Government rules these schemes 
are mostly funded by charging other households a bit 
more on their bills. 

This is what’s also known as a cross-subsidy. There are a 
number of examples of cross subsidies in day-to-day life. 
For example, concessionary tickets for children or 
pensioners to attractions (e.g. the cinema, theme parks 
etc.). Another example is the price of a stamp which is the 
same within the UK whatever distance the letter or parcel 
travels. At different points in our lives, we are all likely to 
have helped fund cross-subsidies, and to have received 
help from them.

The image below gives you some more information about 
social tariffs and cross-subsidies in the water sector, 
please review this image before continuing.”

STIMULUS 1

Note: full page stimulus shown in appendix

Respondent information
Before being asked about social tariffs, including their general support or opposition and then 
their willingness to contribute, respondents were shown the following information screen:
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One in three agree with the principle of contributing 
towards supporting customers struggling to pay

15% 15% 23% 12% 32% 4%

Completely agree Slightly agree Neither
Slightly disagree Strongly disagree Don't know

Agreement with the principle of contributing 
towards supporting customers struggling to pay…

29%
agree with the 

principle of 
contributing 

towards supporting 
customers 

struggling to pay

44%
disagree with the 

principle of 
contributing 

towards supporting 
customers 

struggling to pay

Base: all respondents (869). Data is weighted to facilitate comparison. Q06. As an SES Water customer, to what extent do you agree or disagree with paying a contribution towards supporting customers who
are struggling to pay their bill? Please answer on a scale of 1 to 5 where 1 is completely disagree and 5 is completely agree? 

Significant sub-group differences

% agree % disagree

Aware of priority services

Yes (a) 37%b 34%

No (b) 24% 51%a

Aware of financial support

Yes (a) 37%b 38%

No (b) 23% 49%a

Acceptable on level of help provided

Acceptable (a) 62%b 22%

Unacceptable (b) 20% 55%a

Supporting customers in financial need

Acceptable (a) 61%b 19%

Unacceptable (b) 10% 75%a

Receiving benefits

Yes, at least one (a) 35% 31%

None (b) 27% 51%aa/b: denotes significantly higher (at 95% confidence level) than comparator on 
% acceptable. *Only sub-groups where significant differences occur are shown
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Conflicting feelings about contributing

A range of customers were consulted in terms of 
their willingness to contribute to social tariffs.

Most customers are willing to contribute in principle, 
however, a reoccurring concern is wanting to know 
how SES Water are contributing before they opt to 
pay more.

Q
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“I don't expect the water company to personally subsidise people 
who can't pay for the product that they're provided. But I do 

expect companies to stop making such massive profits and start 
bringing the bills down.”

Male, aged 45-59, not on a water meter, willing to pay £3+

“I worry about the transparency of water companies as a private 
company making it really clear this is how many people we think 
need support for what reasons and this is how much money is 

required. This is the impact of it on your bill and how much is that 
people in the borough or in the area that are paying for that and 

how much is it coming out of dividends.”

Female, aged 18-29, on a water meter, willing to pay £1 -
£2

“I'm totally against it. I don't see why the customer has to pay 
when the water companies are making millions and paying their 

shareholders millions.”

Male, aged 45-59, on a water meter, willing to pay no more

Some key themes:

Concern about profits – some were concerned about 
the amount of profit being made by SES Water and 
the amount being paid to shareholders / people 
higher up at SES.

More information needed – customers want to know 
exactly how the money is used and who is being 
helped. Many are unaware that they’re contributing 
and want more information for both contributors 
and possible applicants.

Unfair to ask the customer – many feel it is unfair to 
ask customers to pay when SES seemingly haven’t 
taken a hit in profits. People would be more inclined 
to help if SES matched its customers’ contribution 
or demonstrated how much SES contribute before 
asking its customers. 
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Willingness to contribute
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Information for participants

Respondent information
Before being asked about social tariffs, including their 
general support or opposition and then their willingness 
to contribute to their water company’s proposed social 
tariff, respondents were shown various pieces of 
information and stimulus as shown over the next 2 pages

STIMULUS 2 & 3: INFORMATION

“SES Water want to eradicate water poverty in the 
region. Water poverty is defined as when a 
household spends more than 3% of their 
disposable income, after housing costs i.e., 
mortgage / rent, on their water and sewerage bills.

SES Water anticipate that more customers may find 
themselves in financial difficulty as the cost-of-
living increases and would like to respond by 
providing help for more customers, now and into 
the future.”

Note: full page stimulus shown in appendix
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Information for participants

STIMULUS 4: INFORMATION

“When answering the next set of questions, 
please be aware that over the next few years 
many household costs may increase due to 
inflation. These household costs include energy, 
food and fuel prices. It is currently expected 
that the rate of increase in prices will slow from 
the middle of this year.

Your water bill may also be affected by how 
much other costs increase each year such as the 
company’s running costs e.g., energy, wages 
etc, money invested to improve day to day water 
services and long-term investments.”

STIMULUS 5: INFORMATION

“In order to support more customers who are struggling to pay 
through social tariffs in future, SES Water would need to 
increase the contributions made by other customers to pay for 
this. Customers already pay an amount on their bills as a 
cross-subsidy to support those on a social tariff.

We’d now like to ask you about the additional amount you 
would be willing to contribute – if anything - in order to make 
the proposed changes to expand the number of customers on 
social tariff schemes. 

Please also note that if SES Water want to help more 
customers, or increase this discount in the future, they would 
have to consult with customers again.”
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55% 53% 51%
49%

47% 45% 45%

40%
38% 37% 36% 35% 34%

26% 25% 23% 22% 22% 22% 22% 21% 21% 21%

7%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

% would contribute >=£x

Overall, over half are willing to contribute at all (55%), 
and one third (34%) are willing to contribute 50p extra 
a month

55% 
willing to 
contribute 

extra towards 
social tariff

Base: all respondents (869). Q07. Would you be willing to contribute [INSERT RANDOM FIGURE HERE… FROM STARTING POINTS TABLE BELOW] extra per month moving forward, in order to increase the 
number of customers helped on social tariff schemes?

34%
willing to 

contribute at 
least 

50p extra per 
month

7%
willing to 

contribute at 
least 

£1 extra per 
month

Across the total sample, the average (mean) 
WtC is 38p per month. The lower limit for WtC 
is 34p per month, and the upper limit 41p*

The median WtC amount is 10p per month 
(£1.20 extra per year), meaning a majority 
(50.1%) are willing to contribute up to that 
amount.

There are some significant differences in WtC 
across different sample sub-groups, as shown 
on the following slides.

*The upper and lower limits for WtC are value ranges 
either side of the mean score where there is 95% 
confidence that there would be no significant difference 
in WtC/acceptability between those values.
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Reason(s) for willingness to contribute figure: £0

Base: all with a willingness to contribute of £0 (395). 
Q10. You said that you aren’t willing to contribute anything towards the proposed changes to the social tariff. In as much detail as possible, please tell us why you say that?

“I can barely afford to live with the inflation let alone add more 
onto my bill!!! Everything is too expensive!! And just getting 

worse how can I contribute when every penny goes to trying to 
survive myself and yes survive!! Not live!”

Female, aged 30-44

I completely support the principle of the social tariff, I simply 
believe the cost should be met by the company, just as I believe 

costs for new infrastructure should be covered by the not 
inconsiderable profits the company already makes from its 
customers who have no choice in which supplier to choose. 
What about reducing the money the shareholders make?”

Female, aged 45-59

“The tax-payer is already subsidising those in need via the 
benefit system. This is the governments job, it is not the job of 
the water companies to allocate customers money to subsidise 
others. You could use the water company’s already considerable 

profits to subsidise others rather than pay dividends to the 
shareholders or better still reduce the cost for everyone which 

would reduce the need for a social tariff. Every customer should 
pay the same for this essential service. Let the elected 

government decide how to allocate funds to those in need. 
It is not the water company’s business.”

Female, aged 60-74

36%

10%

23%

Affordability is the main issue for customers who aren’t willing to contribute to the proposed changes, followed 
by them feeling that the government or their water company should be responsible for this
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Case Study 1: Willing to contribute £0
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Simon is strongly opposed to the social 
tariffs. Although he is happy to help and is 
able to help, he is against SES Water 
asking customers to subsidise money 
without first explaining what SES are 
doing to help before asking customers to 
help.  

“I disagree with any customer 
paying extra money when the 
profits are sky-high. There’s 

mention of how much is helping 
with water bills, but no ‘why?’. 

There’s nothing about the 
money they’re putting in. 

Where’s their money coming 
into this? I personally wouldn't 
mind paying, but I'm strongly 
against it while they’re not.”He feels SES Water should be 

subsidising the money.

He wants to see more 
communication from SES 
describing how they’re helping. 

About Simon:

• Simon is 45-59 and lives with 
his wife. He has 2 children 
who no longer live at home.

• He works part time and he 
and his wife share 
responsibility for paying the 
bills.

• He has felt the impact of the 
rise in cost of living; however, 
he is in a good position 
financially.

• He is confident about being 
able to afford his bills.

• He has been helping his 
children financially as they 
have been affected by the 
cost-of-living crisis.

“So, my stance is we shouldn't 
pay if they're not paying. Yeah, 

I've got no problem paying 
extra, but we've all got a chip in 

and if they're not putting 
anything in, then I'm not. I 

didn't even know I was doing 
this.” 

He is concerned about how well 
SES seem to be doing despite the 
cost-of-living crisis and feels it is 
unfair asking customers to pay 
whilst SES make profits and are 
able to give stakeholders so much 
money.
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Reason(s) for willingness to contribute figure: £0.01-£0.49

Base: all with a willingness to contribute of £0.01-£0.49 (156). 
Q10. You said that you are willing to contribute [£xx.xx] towards the proposed changes to the social tariff. In as much detail as possible, please tell us why you say that?

“I would not be willing to pay more than ten pence on my water 
bill per month because I'm now disabled and live on state 

benefits and PIP I am probably therefore eligible for the social 
tariff benefit, myself let alone contribute financially towards 

other people's water bills.  While I can see the benefit of such a 
scheme.  I'm one of the least financially able to help support 
others as I would place myself in the category who probably 
needs to be on the scheme myself due to personal injury and 

my poor medical health with several chronic illnesses which are 
with me for the rest of my life now and preventing me from 

working in my profession or any other field. So to pay towards, 
someone else's water bill sadly, simply isn't an option for me to 

do personally.”

Male, aged 60-74

“Because it feels negligble and won’t affect me.”

Female, aged 45-59

23%

9%

Not feeling able to afford more is the key reason provided by those with a WtC between £0.01 and £0.49.

“£1 a year, I think is reasonable and would make a difference if 
all customers were involved. An opt-in higher amount could be 

offered for those with higher incomes.”

Female, aged 30-44

9%
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Reason(s) for willingness to contribute figure: £0.50-£0.99

Base: all with a willingness to contribute of £0.50-£0.99 (120). 
Q10. You said that you are willing to contribute [£xx.xx] towards the proposed changes to the social tariff. In as much detail as possible, please tell us why you say that?

“Because at this time, and hopefully, going forward, I should 
be able to afford this amount and, as I have been helped in 

the past by others' contributions to various things it would be 
my way of returning the favour.”

Female, aged 60-74

“I am fortunate to have adequate money to live 
comfortably. It is only fair that those who can afford it 

support those who cannot.”

Female, aged 60-74

11%

19%

It is important to help others is the key reason provided by those with a WtC between £0.50 and £0.99, followed 
by not feeling able to afford more.

“Because I assume you included that figure as a viable 
sum. There are very many people better off than me. 

Therefore, you could make the contribution incremental 
on financial income etc. That would be fairer, otherwise 

people near the limit might be pushed below it.”

Male, aged 60-74

15%
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Case Study 2: Willing to contribute £1-£2
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Connie is supportive of the social tariffs. She 
understands that some people struggle more 
than others, and anyone could need help with 
their bills if they have a change of 
circumstance. She is happy to pay extra, 
however she believes there should be the 
option to choose how much you can pay.

“£7.00 a year to help that many 
people, personally it's a no brainer. 

But I know several people that 
would say it isn’t my responsibility 

SES Water must make enough 
money to handle that themselves.”

She likes the social tariffs and how 
comprehensive they are as she 
agrees it covers a good amount of 
people.

She had concerns about the scheme 
being taken advantage of by people 
who may claim certain benefits but 
don’t necessarily need help. 

About Connie:

• Connie is 30-44 and lives 
alone.

• She works full time and 
owns her home. She 
recently moved into a 
smaller home to make 
finances more manageable.

• She is quite confident 
about being able to afford 
her bills, however, she is 
worried about her friends 
and family being able to 
pay for their bills. 

• She has felt the effects of 
the cost of living crisis as 
all aspects of billing paying 
and day to day expenses 
have become much more 
expensive.

“I think a lot of people will say it's 
not my problem; ‘people can't pay 
their bills, it's not my problem.’ But 
I always think, well, what if I did 

lose my job? Or what if something 
happened? Or what if I was 

struggling, you know?”

She agrees the contribution amount 
is reasonable and she’s happy to pay 
extra.

“The tariffs all look sensible; you 
can tell someone has sat and really 
thought about how best to cover all 

different people.”
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Reason(s) for willingness to contribute figure: £1.00-£2.00

Base: all with a willingness to contribute of £1.01-£2.00 (158). 
Q10. You said that you are willing to contribute [£xx.xx] towards the proposed changes to the social tariff. In as much detail as possible, please tell us why you say that?

“Those of us who can should all be willing to help our less well 
off neighbours (in widest sense). I only put £2 as a figure 

significantly above your present suggestions but could possibly 
go higher. But SES should contribute as well by not polluting 
our waterways even if our ridiculous Government allows that 

pollution.”

Male, aged 75+

“It's a random figure. However, as someone who (at the 
moment) is relatively secure financially, I feel responsibility to 
help others in a difficult situation. With this kind of support, 

at least I know the money is going somewhere it will do good.   
It would be even better if water companies could set up some 

kind of charitable body to administer funds to support the 
social tariff, so voluntary donations could attract Gift Aid and 

thus have greater value.”

Female, aged 60-7434%
25%

Customers felt it is important to help others and this is the key reason provided by those with a WtC between 
£1.00 and £2.00, others say it’s an amount they can afford to pay.

“I’m already on a social tariff and have no extra money to give.  
If I were financially better off, I would pay more.”

Female, aged 45-59
15%
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Case Study 3: Willing to contribute £3+
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Gregg is supportive of the social 
tariff scheme and doesn’t think it 
should be the water companies' 
responsibility to subsidise the 
costs. However, he is concerned 
about SES Water asking for 
people to pay whilst it is making 
profits, he expects SES to match 
his contribution. 

“I think if it comes down to it, 
then it should be a case of, well, if 

we’re asking our customers to 
spend another £6 a year, then 

what we will do is we will match it 
to make it fair.”

Gregg is concerned about 
people claiming benefits 
who do not necessarily 
need them gaining access 
to the social tariff and 
taking advantage.

He is happy to help, 
however he believes that 
if people can’t afford their 
water bill, they need help 
with the deeper issue to 
aid them long term.

About Gregg:

• Gregg is 45-59 and lives at home
with his wife. 

• He is self-employed and has 3 
grown up children who have all 
moved out.

• He has noticed an impact from the 
cost-of-living crisis; however, he is 
very confident about being able to 
pay his water bills.

• He feels OK about his finances in 
the short term due to freezing his 
mortgage. He is hoping that the 
cost of living will have settled down 
in the next couple of years.

• He is mainly concerned about his 
energy bills which have spiked 
massively.

“You've got billions of pounds in 
the bank that you're just giving to 
all your rich shareholders, but you 
want us to subsidise people that 
need help? No. You come away 
from that and we will help. But 

you match us on that help.”

“There needs to be a time period 
where they turn around and say 

‘these guys have had issues 
paying for 12 months. We can't 
keep doing this.’ And get them 

real help.”
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Reason(s) for willingness to contribute figure: £2.01+

Base: all with a willingness to contribute of £2.01+ (31). 
Q10. You said that you are willing to contribute [£xx.xx] towards the proposed changes to the social tariff. In as much detail as possible, please tell us why you say that?

“I am fortunate in that I can afford to pay my bills with money 
to spare. I would like to help others avoid the stress of not 

being able to pay their bills.”

Female, 60-74
42%

Being able to afford it is the key reason provided by those with a WtC over £2.00, followed by it being important 
to help others.  However, some customers think that it’s not their responsibility – but that of SES Water / the 
government

“Being in a relatively secure financial position, and also aware 
that many are not, I feel that a modest contribution to help 

those others is in order. I wish I did not live in a country where 
the state allows people to get into such difficulties through no 
fault of their own. But, as I do not, such non-state schemes 

must be supported by those able to do so.”

Male, aged 60-74
36%

“We’re in a position where we could afford to pay a bit extra 
each month if that means helping others who can’t then great. I 

think this is a great idea/scheme, but I also think that the 
government should be working to make household bills more 
affordable for everyone and to provide support for those who 
are struggling. Whilst a great initiative it shouldn’t be down to 

private companies to make that change.”

Female, aged 30-44

27%
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Acceptability of proposed 
changes



35

One third (34%) find the proposed increase to the 
social tariff using customer funding acceptable

16% 18% 17% 11% 31% 7%

Completely acceptable Slightly acceptable Neither

Slightly unacceptable Completely unacceptable Don't know

Overall acceptability of using customer funding to 
increase support for customers

34%
acceptable

42%
unacceptable

Base: all respondents (869). Data is weighted to facilitate comparison. Q11. Overall, based on all the information you have seen about the changes to the social tariff, how acceptable do you think it is for SES 
Water to use customer funding to increase the support to customers? 

Significant sub-group differences (total sample)*

% 
acceptable

% 
unacceptable

Ethnicity

White (a) 38%b 40%

Non-white (b) 18% 49%

SEG

ABC1 (a) 34% 48%

C2DE (b) 36% 35%a

Aware of priority services

Yes (a) 44%b 36%

No (b) 28% 48%a

General principle

Agree (a) 70%b 15%

Disagree (b) 14% 72%a

Aware of financial support

Yes (a) 38% 36%

No (b) 32% 47%a

a/b: denotes significantly higher (at 95% confidence level) 
than comparator on % acceptable
*Only sub-groups where significant differences occur are shown
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Reasons for finding the use of customer funding 
to increase support to customers acceptable

Base: all respondents who consider it acceptable for SES Water to use customer funding to increase the support to customers (281). Data is weighted to facilitate comparison. 
Q12. Why do you find it...? 

“If there is only a small amount added to customers 
direct debit that can afford this small donation then it is 

helping those that struggle. Also, if it was to go to a 
charity account within SES then the gift aid could be 

added and help even more people in need.”

Female, aged 60-74

“From a personal perspective, if I had to ask for 
financial assistance from SES, I  would be grateful 

knowing that their customers were able to help support 
me and others in their time of need.  I for one would be 

very grateful for their support.”

Female, 45-5917%

15%
Other codes include:

• Company should cut profits to fund this/water companies make too much profit (8%)

• Everyone needs help/is already struggling (7%)

• Not customers responsibility to help people (4%)

• Funding should come from the Government (4%)

• Should be a choice - Not everyone would be willing to contribute (3%)

• Unsure about my future financial situation/may need this in the future (3%)

• People cannot afford bill increases/bills already high (3%)

Note: only codes 3%+ shown.
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Other codes include:

• I pay enough already / don’t want to add any more costs 
(9%)

• Everyone needs help / is already struggling (8%)

• Shareholders need to contribute more/ match customers 
contributions (6%)

• The water company needs to improve the system 
(e.g., sort out leaks/wastage etc.) (5%)

• People cannot afford bill increases / bills already high (4%)

• Against the scheme (4%)

Note: only codes 4%+ shown.

Reasons for finding the use of customer funding 
to increase support to customers unacceptable

Base: all respondents who consider it unacceptable for SES Water to use customer funding to increase the support to customers (404). Data is weighted to facilitate comparison. 
Q12. Why do you find it...? 

“They can help from their profit. Why shift the bill to the 
customers. People are already paying a lot for other things. All 

bills are going up.”

Male, aged 60-74

“Why do customers have to support other customers? Isn't this 
the role of government? What is the water company doing 

about leaks and sewage discharges?”

Female, aged 45-59

“As said before, this should be funded from company profits. 
It's your business, from which you make money. I don't see 

why customers should pay extra to meet a cost that should be 
part of your business considerations. You should make it your 
social contribution to address, not pass the buck and cost to 

your other customers.”

Male, aged 60-74

25%

13%

15%
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Feelings on social tariffs

Base: all respondents (869). Data is weighted to facilitate comparison. Q13. Based on what you have seen about the social tariffs in place today. What are your feelings towards them in terms of the help they 
offer and to whom? Please provide as much detail as possible

A quarter feel the social tariffs they were provided with information about are a good or fair idea. However, there 
is some concern whether help is properly directed towards those who really need it

Total

Good / fair / helpful idea 24%

Needs to go to the right people 8%

Negative opinion of scheme 5%

Everyone is struggling, not just low-income 
families/should be available to more people

4%

Water company profits should cover this 4%

Wary of scroungers 3%

Not only the customers responsibility to help 
people

3%

Government should cover cost 3%

Note: only codes 3%+ shown

“Fine if they are properly targeted. But often those most in need 
will not apply, especially the elderly. Will it all be done online, which 
excludes many eligible people? And how can you justify subsidising 

those who choose to spend their income on Sky subscriptions, 
cigarettes etc. rather than paying their water bill?”

Female, aged 60-74

“They seem to be well targeted and to have different types of 
support tailored to different circumstances. I had not been aware of 
the range of actions SES was taking and am very impressed. If it 

works as it seems to intend to do, this is a great service.”

Female, aged 60-74

“I would be prepared to pay £5 a month extra if the water 
companies matched that amount and put it in a fund to help 

people struggling with their bills.”

Male, aged 45-59
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Conclusions and 
recommendations
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Conclusions 

Although the majority (67%) of customers are confident they will be able to afford their water bills over the next 12 months, 
confidence in being able to afford other bills is significantly lower, with one quarter (26%) not being confident they will be 
able to afford their energy bills.
As might be expected, the cost of living is a significant factor in uncertainty around bill affordability, with almost two-fifths of those who 
are not confident they will be able to afford their water bill citing the cost of living as a factor when asked why.

Over two-fifths (44%) are aware of priority services, and less than half (47%) are aware of financial support for water 
bills. In addition, 12% are unaware of priority services but would like to know more, and 6% are unaware of financial support but feel 
they might need it. This points towards a customer base that is largely aware of their water company’s activity, and mindful of support 
services that might be available to them.

Three in ten (29%) agree with the principle of contributing towards customers who are struggling to pay. And after having 
viewed all the information, one third (34%) think it’s acceptable to use customer funding to increase support to customers.

When customers are asked to consider how much they would be willing to contribute to the social tariff in future (if 
anything), around two thirds would be willing to contribute in some form. However, significant differences between customer 
groups are evident, with female customers having a lower WtC threshold and C1C2 SEGs compared to AB. Additionally, those from higher 
income households tend to have a higher WtC.
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Qualitative conclusions 
• Generally, people support the tariffs. People want to 

help others and are aware of other's needs.

• A recurring theme is people’s concern for the lack of 
input, or lack of awareness of input, from SES 
Water. Some people are not happy about paying for 
the subsidies whilst SES seemingly are making a lot 
of profit and are able to pay shareholders a lot of 
money. 

• Customers want to see more from SES.  
Suggestions include matching customers’ 
contributions and increasing awareness around how 
SES supports its customers.

• Customers want to have more information about 
the tariffs – there needs to be clear communication 
about how much is being taken for the social tariff, 
and exactly how the money is split and shared to 
help others. 

• Most are happy to help as they agree everyone who 
is capable should contribute towards helping those 
who are struggling. However, of those who are 
happy to help, some are not willing to contribute 
until they see more input from SES Water. 

• Suggested improvements include looking more at 
‘why’ people are struggling – one respondent 
queried whether the tariffs are really benevolent as 
they may serve as a ‘band-aid’ rather than helping 
solve the long-term issue at heart. 

• There was also concern surrounding the criteria for 
social tariffs and whether there was the potential 
for the scheme to be taken advantage of. Concern 
was expressed towards the minority that may claim 
certain benefits, granting them access to social 
tariffs when they may not really need them.  Are 
some customers benefiting from the scheme when 
they don’t really need it.   

• Most are in agreement that the amount being taken 
currently to help towards the tariff is very 
manageable and they would be able to pay more, 
however, they are not happy about paying any 
more until they feel SES Water is matching their 
contribution – much more evidence needs to be 
made public as to how SES are helping and why 
they also need their customers help.
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Recommendations and considerations

Despite the significant pressures many are feeling on their household finances, there is adequate support to 
indicate that a majority of customers are willing to contribute towards additional cross-subsidy for social tariffs 
for the period 2025-30. The mean average WtC is 38p extra per month.

Nevertheless, although more individuals are willing to participate than not, apprehension regarding the future 
financial stability of households and the ability to manage bills is evident. This concern is prevalent even among those 
who generally enjoy more favourable economic conditions. In light of this, SES Water should be aware that customers are 
becoming more focussed on their monthly expenses and may resist substantial bill hikes that could impact their ability to 
allocate funds for other necessities like food, rent, or mortgages.

In addition, even among those who are supportive of the principle of social tariffs there remains some scepticism 
about how it is operated and who is eligible. Therefore, it is crucial for SES Water to maintain transparent communication 
about its social tariff eligibility criteria and to demonstrate that assistance is being extended to those genuinely in need. Equally 
important is the need to communicate the contributions made by the water company and its shareholders.

Those who are aware of Priority Services and/or financial support are more likely to find the proposals acceptable 
than those who are unaware. Continuing to promote these services to as many customers as possible could help 
understanding and acceptance of social tariffs.
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Appendix 1: Customer 
classification



44

Household Income Total

Up to £539 per month/Up to £6,499 per year 4%

£540-£789 per month/£6,500-£9,499 per year 3%

£790-£1,289 per month/£9,500-£15,499 per year 11%

£1,290-£2,079 per month/£15,500-£24,999 per year 13%

£2,080-£3,329 per month/£25,000-£39,999 per year 12%

£3,330-£4,999 per month/£40,000-£59,999 per year 11%

£5,000-£7,499 per month/£60,000-£89,999 per year 7%

£7,500+ per month/£90,000+ per year 6%

Don’t know 6%

Prefer not to say 27%

Customer classification

Ethnicity Total

White 80%

Non-white 11%

Prefer not to say 9%

Do you pay directly for your water and 
wastewater?

Total

Yes 96%

No, it is covered by my rent 0%

I pay in another way 2%

Don’t know 2%

Working status Total

Employed full time (30 hours or more per week) 33%

Retired 27%

Employed part time (under 30 hours per week) 12%

Self-employed 8%

Unable to work due to sickness or disability 9%

Looking after home/children full time 3%

Unemployed – seeking work 2%

Unemployed – other 1%

Student 0%

Other 2%

Prefer not to say 3%



45

Bill amount Total

<£13 per month (<£150 per year) 2%

£13-£16 per month (£151-£200 per year) 3%

£17-£20 per month (£201-£250 per year) 3%

£21-£24 per month (£251-£300 per year) 5%

£25-£28 per month (£301-£350 per year) 6%

£29-£32 per month (£351-£400 per year) 7%

£33-£37 per month (£401-£450 per year) 8%

£38-£41 per month (£451-£500 per year) 9%

£42-£45 per month (£501-£550 per year) 6%

£46-£50 per month (£551-£600 per year) 8%

£51-£54 per month (£601-£650 per year) 4%

£55-£58 per month (£651-£700 per year) 4%

£59-£63 per month (£701-£750 per year) 4%

£64-£67 per month (£751-£800 per year) 1%

£68-£71 per month (£801-£850 per year) 2%

£72-£75 per month (£851-£900 per year) 1%

£76-£79 per month (£901-£950 per year) 1%

£80-£83 per month (£951-£1,000 per year) 2%

>£83 per month (>£1,000 per year) 4%

Don’t know 15%

Prefer not to say 4%

Customer classification

Long-term illness, health problem or 
disability Total

Yes (self or others) 36%

No 55%

Prefer not to say 9%

Illness, health problem or disability require 

the use of extra water (only asked to those 

who say they or someone in their household 

has a long-term illness, health problem or 

disability) Total

Yes 32%

No 60%

Prefer not to say 8%
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In receipt of benefits Total

Universal Credit 16%

Disability living allowance/Personal 
Independence Payments

15%

Housing benefit 11%

Child tax credits 5%

Carers allowance 5%

Employment and Support 
Allowance/Incapacity benefit

4%

Working tax credits 3%

Pension Credit 2%

Attendance allowance 2%

Income support 1%

Jobseekers allowance <1%

Don’t know 1%

Prefer not to say 5%

None of these 61%

NET: at least one 34%

Customer classification

No of adults in household Total

1 31%

2 47%

3 10%

4 6%

5+ <1%

Number of children in household Total

Yes – dependent children (under 18) 30%

No dependent children 67%

Prefer not to say 3%
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Appendix 2: Explanation of 
weighting
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Explanation of ‘weighting’

All customers

Research sample

When we conduct research we speak to a sample of 
customers and we use their responses as an estimate of 
the views of all customers. We interview a wide range of 
customers, from different regions, different ages and 
different socio-economic groups. As far as possible, we aim 
to interview a representative sample of customers so 
that the profile of the sample matches the profile of 
all customers but sometimes these profiles may have 
differences.

How does weighting work?

Suppose we spoke to 200 customers and found that 
45% of this sample were ‘very satisfied’ – could we be 
sure that 45% of all customers were very satisfied? 

Suppose 150 of our sample were women (50% of whom 
were very satisfied) and 50 were men (30% very satisfied) 
making 45% very satisfied overall . BUT if we want a 
representative sample with half men and half women 
then we need to weight the sample so we have the 
equivalent  views of 100 men and 100 women. We 
up-weight the views of the men (by doubling their 
responses) and down-weight the views of women. The 
weighted sample of 100 men and 100 women has 40% 
very satisfied which reflects the views of all customers.

The advantages of using weighted data are that the 
results more accurately represent the views of the 
typical customer and we ensure the views of hard-to-reach 
customers are still considered at an equal proportion 
within the total sample.

In order to mitigate 
the effects of any 
sample imbalances, 
we use survey 
weighting. This 
makes sure that we 
don’t over or under-
represent the views 
of certain groups 
of customer.
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Explanation of ‘weighting’

A sample of customers’ email addresses was 
provided by SES Water. There was no 
demographic information included, although 
Local Authority was included.

The total sample matches well with the local 
profile in terms of age, gender, SEG and Local 
Authority. 

However, we see some deviation from the local 
profiles which are corrected through weighting.

A RIM weight is applied to the respondent data 
to ensure profiles match in terms of age, gender 
and SEG within the region and therefore reflect 
the views of a representative sample.

The weights applied to the data collected are 
checked through our best practice criteria.

The overall weighting efficiency of the Social 
Tariff data is 71.3% - (efficiency runs from 0 to 
100% - with 100% meaning that the sample 
matched the population completely in all 
measures – values above 70% mean that the 
weighting is fit for purpose). The efficiency here 
is above our cut off for fit for purpose.

• We also check that there are no extreme 
weights >5 (the largest weight=3.02 so we 
don’t have any extreme weights >5).

• We also require that the system has less than 
5% of weights>3 and here we also have 0% 
of weights >3.

• Finally, we require that the average weight 
value for any outlier weight (over 2) is less 
than 3. And here, there are no outlier 
weights.

So, the weighting system meets all of our 
requirements and is fit for purpose.
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Explanation of ‘weighting’

LA SES Customers Sample

Sutton 28% 27%

Reigate & Banstead 21% 22%

Tandridge 12% 12%

Mole Valley 12% 12%

Croydon 12% 14%

Epsom & Ewell 5% 5%

Other 10% 7%

Weighting by Local Authority area

Weighting by gender

Gender SES Customers Local profile

Male 46% 51%

Female 54% 47%

Weighting by SEG

Sample matches well in terms of LA – a very slight corrective 
weight is applied

Sample matches well in terms of gender – slight corrective 
weight applied

Sample is broadly in line with the SES profile – a corrective 
weight is applied

SEG SES Customers Local profile

AB 36% 52%

C1C2 48% 25%

DE 16% 10%

Age SES Customers Sample

30-44 37% 13%

45-59 29% 30%

60-74 22% 44%

75+ 12% 13%

Weighting by age

Sample is older than the SES profile – a corrective weight is 
applied
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Appendix 3: Research 
guidance information
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Research guidance (I)

Useful and contextualised
This research was conducted to consult customers to ascertain how 
much extra, if anything, they are prepared to pay on their water bill to 
help pay the bills of struggling customers during the next 5-year period.

Fit for purpose
Pilot interviews were carried out prior to the full launch of fieldwork and 
pilot interviews included additional questions to check customer 
understanding of the materials and questions.

Ofwat have set out requirements for High Quality Research in their Customer Engagement Policy. All water company research and
engagement should follow best practice and lead to a meaningful understanding of what is important to customers and wider 

stakeholders. 

Ethical
This research was conducted by DJS Research who are a member of the 
Market Research Society. Customers were reminded that they could be 
open and honest in their views due to anonymity and DJS and SES
Water were subject to strict data protection protocols. 

Continual
Customer views will be directly fed into the plans for AMP8 which covers 
the next five-year period (2025-2030).

Neutrally designed within the confines of the guidance
Every effort has been made to ensure that the research is neutral and 
free from bias. Where there is the potential for bias, this has been 
acknowledged in the report. Participants were encouraged to give their 
open and honest views and reassurances were given that SES Water 
were open to hearing their honest opinions and experiences.

Shared in full with others
The full final report and research materials will be shared internally with 
SES Water colleagues along with CCW.

Independently assured
All research was conducted by DJS, an independent market research 
agency. SES Water reviewed all research materials ahead of fieldwork 
and prior to the survey being scripted and provided a check and 
challenge approach on the method and findings.



53

Appendix 4: Stimulus
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Appendix 5: Questionnaire
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Appendix 6: Discussion 
guide
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