
 

 

South East Water’s Customer Challenge Group - Quality of Engagement Assessment Framework (last updated ZM August 2018) 

Rationale 
SEW’s Customer Challenge Group developed a framework for 
assessing the quality of the company’s engagement with customers, 
stakeholders and the public interest. This was because there was no 
common understanding across CCG chairs as to what ‘quality’ looks 
like and we wanted to be as transparent in how we were judging the 
company’s approach.  

Background 
We developed seven assessment criteria based on a number of good 
practice documents:  

• Ofwat’s ‘seven principles of good customer engagement’1  
• Corporate Culture’s ‘Tapped In’ report2.  
• The AccountAbility AA1000 Stakeholder Engagement 

Standard3;  
• Citizens Advice’s, ‘Strengthening the voice of consumers in 

energy networks’ business planning’ report4;  
• The UK Regulators Networks’ ‘making better use of data 

report’5;  
• The Essential Services Action Network (ESAN) ‘How can the 

consumer voice be better heard in the regulation of essential 
services?’6 This was alongside expertise from members of our 
Research Methodology Sub-Group.  

                                                        
1 https://www.ofwat.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/12/pap_pos20160525w2020cust.pdf 
2 https://www.ofwat.gov.uk/publication/tapped-in-from-passive-customer-to-active-participant/ 
3 https://www.accountability.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/10/AA1000SES_2015.pdf 
4 https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/about-us/policy/policy-research-topics/energy-policy-
research-and-consultation-responses/energy-policy-research/strengthening-the-voice-of-
consumers-in-energy-networks-business-planning/ 

 
Benchmarks 
Setting benchmarks is challenging. In some areas such as strategy 
and planning and design and delivery there is arguably a relatively 
stable view across sectors of what ‘quality’ looks like and few reasons, 
beyond resourcing challenges, why a water company should not strive 
to reach this same bar. In other areas such as ‘innovation’, given the 
different level of maturity of the water sector on engagement, it did not 
seem appropriate for us to benchmark SEW against a sector such as 
retail. In order to inform our view of what quality looks like, the Chair 
and members attended a range of external events – some specifically 
linked to the work of the CCG, others as part of their day jobs in water, 
financial services and the energy sector. This included: Ofwat and 
CCWater events on engagement good practice; industry events such 
as Utility Week’s annual conference; and cross-sector workshops such 
as Sustainability First’s Project Inspire7 and New-Pin8, which give a 
view across sectors.  

Size and role 
In assessing a company’s performance it’s important to consider 
SEW’s relative size and role as a water-only company (WoC) as 
opposed to a water and sewerage company (WaSC). This offers both 
opportunities and disadvantages. For example, as a medium-sized 
company based within its region it should be more closely linked to its 
communities. However, it may not have the resource of larger 
companies such as Thames, and more expensive engagement 
activities may not be proportionate.  

5 http://www.ukrn.org.uk/news/regulators-join-together-to-encourage-more-help-for-
vulnerable-customers-from-energy-and-water-providers/ 
6 https://www.esan.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/The-FINAL-ESAN-background-paper-for-
event-2-Nov-2016.pdf 
7 http://www.sustainabilityfirst.org.uk/index.php/inspire 
8 http://www.sustainabilityfirst.org.uk/index.php/new-pin 



 

 

 

 
 

Criteria 1: Strategy & planning Score/10 
 
Review and evidence base 

• Did the company carry out a gap analysis, to understand where it most needs to engage, with whom and on what issues? 
• Did the company review its strengths and weaknesses in terms of engagement?  
• Did it benchmark itself against best practice and consider this in the design of its engagement? If so how? 
• Did the company review and apply lessons learnt from PR14/previous engagement? Both its own learning and learning from 

wider research? For example, independent assessments, CCWater and the PR14 CCG recommendations, UKWIR guidance? 
 
Overall approach 

• Did the company have a clear ambition for its engagement and, where appropriate, a consistent narrative that takes forward 
the approach in PR14? 

• Did the company consider from the outset where engagement was best done in partnership or collaboration with other 
organisations? 

• Did the company consider the full range of engagement approaches – taking into account best practice, innovative ideas and 
the best one for the engagement end? For example, has the company considered how customers could help co-create and co-
deliver solutions to any challenges? 

• Did the company have a mechanism in place to monitor, evaluate and learn from the overall impact of its engagement activity? 
 
Proportionality and materiality 

• Was the overall scale and approach to engagement proportionate to the company’s size and needs?  
 
Targeting 

• Did the company map and appropriately segment its customers and key stakeholders?  
• Did the company have clear strategic engagement goals? 
• Did the approach consider current and future consumers, individual customers and the public and community interest 

alongside harder-to-reach groups? 
 
Resourcing 

• Was engagement appropriately resourced and planned, e.g. skills, time, financially – allowing sufficient time for input and 
challenge? 

 



 

 

Criteria 2: design & delivery Score/10 
Design 
• Did the company select appropriately experienced agencies to carry out its research in terms of skills, knowledge, 

experience, approach or use appropriately trained in-house staff? 
• Did the company have clear aims and research questions for its research and clearly identify who it needs to engage with 

to address its questions? 
• Did the company consider the “spectrum of participation” and difference between each part of that spectrum – inform, 

listen, understand, consult, involve, collaborate, participate, co-create and empower? 
• Did the company follow good practice with regards to the research undertaken? 
• Did the company plan to engage on issues where customer views can make a difference and on issues that matter most to 

customers and communities, including on contentious issues/areas?  
 
Delivery in practice 
• Was the research appropriately phased and timed? 
• Was the approach appropriate to the engagement group’s level of knowledge, interests, and nature of its relationship with 

SEW? Did it consider how it wanted to be engaged? 
• Did the company learn as it went, reviewing and improving as appropriate? 
• Was research appropriately framed – providing customers with the right balance of information needed to give informed 

views without leading them? 
• Where appropriate, did the company engage with its customers on a genuine and realistic range of options? 
• Where appropriate, were steps taken to support customers in understanding the implications of any future potential 

scenarios and/or risk? 
• If appropriate, did the company effectively inform and engage with customers on its current levels of performance and how 

this compares to other companies in a way customers could be expected to understand? 
• In practice were sample sizes and numbers engaged with (those who responded/turned up) appropriate for the aims of the 

research? 
• Where appropriate, did the company effectively engage with its customers on longer-term issues, including resilience, 

impacts on future bills and longer-term affordability? 
• Wherever appropriate, has the company engaged with its customers on the long-term resilience of its systems and services 

to customers? 
• Where appropriate, were steps taken to support customers in understanding the implications of any future potential 

scenarios and/or risk? 
• If appropriate, did the company effectively inform and engage with customers on its current levels of performance and how 

this compares to other companies in a way customers could be expected to understand? 
• In practice were sample sizes and numbers engaged with (those who responded/turned up) appropriate for the aims of the 

research? 

 



 

 

• Where appropriate, did the company effectively engage with its customers on longer-term issues, including resilience, 
impacts on future bills and longer-term affordability? 

• Wherever appropriate, has the company engaged with its customers on the long-term resilience of its systems and services 
to customers? 
 

 
Criteria 3: Representativeness & accessibility Score/10 
 
Representativeness 
• Has the company effectively engaged with and understood the needs and requirements of its different customers and 

stakeholders including: 
o Circumstances that make them vulnerable?  
o Views across the whole of its geographic region?  
o Non-household representation including water retailers? 
o The views of other relevant stakeholder groups? 
o Younger people/future consumers? 
o Its staff?  
o Its board, including shareholders?  
o The views of future consumers? 
o Community and public interest groups? 

 
Accessibility 
• Did the Company make engagement as accessible as possible? For example, in consideration of: the tasks and timelines; 

contact persons; technologies; ground rules; comfort requirements; accessibility of locations and materials; resource 
requirements; budgets; channels of communication; monitoring and evaluation; neutrality of locations; need for anonymity; 
religion; family and other responsibilities; time; language barriers; disability. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

Criteria 4: Innovation Score/10 
 
We defined innovation as: 
“An approach that is, as far as we are aware, different to standard water sector practice” 
 
• How/to what extent does the company seek to identify new ideas that could inform their engagement approaches? 
• As far as the CCG is aware, to what extent has the company been innovative in its approach? 
 
Please note 

• We have not included in this score an evaluation of if approaches are ‘better’ than standard practice – though we 
provide commentary 

• Ofwat will be better placed to undertake the final benchmarking  
• We considered the range of engagement innovation being undertaken, e.g. in design, delivery and ongoing 

engagement  
• We considered the company’s proposals for 2020-25 on engagement 

 

 

Criteria 5: Evidence base & triangulation Score/10 
 
• Did South East Water develop and use a good range of available relevant sources of information to identify customer 

priorities and views, e.g. operational data, bespoke research, wider customer insight? 
• Has the company been objective in how it has interpreted customers’ views rather than seeking to endorse its own 

priorities? 
• Is its triangulation and cross-referencing process robust and transparent, e.g. including the weighting of evidence and 

how any potential conflicts and trade-offs may have been made? 
• Has the company demonstrated that it has implemented CCWater’s, Ofwat’s and wider good practice on triangulation? 
• How has the company sought to identify and understand as far as possible the needs of future consumers?  
• Has the company considered the wider strategic context in which it is operating and how this will impact its customers, 

their priorities and needs, e.g. attitudinal trends, political, strategic, technological, economic, legal changes, etc?  
• Has the company demonstrated how it has drawn from and responded to insight and evidence? Is there a clear golden 

thread? 

 



 

 

 

Criteria 6: Openness & transparency Score/10 
• To what extent did the company seek and take on board feedback in the design and delivery of engagement from:  

o External experts?  
o Customers e.g. cognitive testing? 
o The CCG?  
o Other stakeholders, e.g. staff/EFG? 

• Has the CCG had full access to individuals and the information it needs? 
• As appropriate, has the company shared both good and bad information with the CCG, customers and stakeholders? 
• Does the company make performance information easy to find and understand even when it may not show the 

company in the best light? 
• Is the company transparent and open in line with Ofwat’s ‘reform agenda’ decisions? 
• Has the company been transparent about its decisions and relative performance, feeding back about how its views 

have or have not made a difference as well as soliciting feedback from them? 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 

 

 



 

 

Criteria 7: Ongoing and embedded engagement   Score/10 plus categorisation 
Engagement should not simply take place at price reviews. Engagement means understanding what customers want and responding to that in plans 
and ongoing delivery. We have assessed SEW against Corporate Culture’s engagement maturity model presented at one of the CCG Chairs’ 
meetings9.  

 

Evidence of Starting up Making progress Leading 

Commitment Evidence of commitment to act Evidence of willingness to share Evidence of willingness to lead inside 
and outside of the sector 

Planning Evidence of customer participation 
strategy and evidence of alignment to 
business strategy, plans and objectives 

Evidence of drawing on good practice 
from outside the water sector 

Evidence that customer participation is 
seen as a key strategy for short, medium 
and long-term success 

Evidence that customer participation is 
embedded in the business 

Delivery Evidence of pilots 
Evidence of learning from pilots 

Evidence of action across all four 
elements – futures, actions, communities 
and experience 

Evidence of predicting and anticipating 
consumer needs. Evidence of 
innovation in its delivery 

Results Evidence of measurement framework 
including baselining customer 
engagement 

Evidence of participation at scale and of 
an increase in customer participation over 
time 

Evidence that customer participation is 
significantly contributing to business 
results 

 

                                                        
9 https://www.ofwat.gov.uk/publication/tapped-in-from-passive-customer-to-active-participant/ 


