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Executive summary  

Overview of the research conducted 

A formal consultation period for the draft Drainage and Wastewater Management Plan (dDWMP) of 

Northumbrian Water Group (NWG) began on 8 July and ended on 30 September 2022.  

The documents published for consultation included a technical report, a non-technical report, and a 

customer summary dDWMP.  

NWG ran their own consultation, which consisted of a short survey disseminated to customers and 

employees. This survey aimed to understand thoughts on option choices and affordability. The final 

part of this consultation was in-depth qualitative work with NWG customers to understand their views 

on the customer summary dDWMP specifically. To ensure the research was independent, Explain was 

commissioned to conduct a series of research groups and in-depth interviews on their behalf. 

The aim of the research was to understand a range of customer views on the customer summary 

dDWMP.  Specifically, we sought to understand: 

1. Participants’ views on the clarity of the customer summary dDWMP, produced by NWG.  

2. Participants’ preferences regarding the four options presented in the customer summary 

dDWMP and the reasons underpinning these preferences.  

Explain worked closely alongside NWG. A multi-strand qualitative approach to the methodology was 

undertaken to achieve the objectives of the research. A reactive and iterative approach was taken to 

the research methodology and therefore, for purposes of reporting, the research can be considered as 

having two approaches. 

First approach: In the first approach, the customer summary dDWMP document was presented to all 

participants. The content was read by an Explain moderator, page-by-page, word-for-word, before 

feedback was gathered from participants. Within the online sessions (People Panels and workshop) 

this information was not presented to participants as the customer document itself, but rather as a 

version formatted for Microsoft PowerPoint (Appendix A). Within the in-depth interviews participants 

were asked to read the customer summary dDWMP prior to the interview.  

o 1x 2- hour Deliberative workshop 1  

o 5x People Panels (dDWMP Part One: background)  
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Introduction  

Project background 
Northumbrian Water Group (NWG) provides water and wastewater services to 2.7 million people in 

the North East of England and in June 2022 published, for consultation, a draft Drainage and 

Wastewater Management Plan (dDWMP). This formal consultation period for this plan began on 8 July 

and ended on 30 September 2022.  

The documents published for consultation included a technical report, a non-technical report, and a 

customer summary of the dDWMP.  

As part of this process, NWG ran their own consultation, which consisted of a short survey disseminated 

to customers and employees. This survey aimed to understand thoughts on option choices and 

affordability. In addition, a technical summary was created for NWG stakeholders, which also linked to 

a Netigate survey. Stakeholders were asked further questions, including their preferred option, the 

cost benefit to communities and the environment, and the inclusion of topics within the dDWMP.  

The final part of the consultation was in-depth qualitative work with NWG customers to understand 

their views on the dDWMP. This strand of work ensured that NWG employed multiple forms of 

engagement and therefore included as wide a range of customers in the consultation as possible. 

Qualitative work also enabled ‘in-person’ explanation of the potentially complex dDWMP documents. 

In order for this research to be independent, NWG commissioned Explain to undertake the work.  This 

report outlines the findings of the research conducted. 

Objectives 
The aim of the research was to understand NWG customers’ views on the customer summary dDWMP. 

Specifically, we sought to understand: 

1. Participants’ views on the clarity of the customer summary dDWMP, produced by NWG. 

In particular, we sought understanding of whether the customer summary of the dDWMP 

achieved the following:  

a. Provides confidence that existing service levels to current and future 

customers will be maintained in the face of increasing population; economic 

growth; climate change; tightening environmental standards; and 

rising expectations of customers; 
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b. Clear indication of the improvements required where the service levels are 

not currently good enough; 

c. Clear description of the risks that remain to long-term resilience for 

customers and if these are acceptable to customers, as far as possible; 

d. Explanation of the potential risks that can be created by customers,  such as 

the impact of the incorrect disposal of single-use items. 

 

2. Participants’ preferences regarding the four options presented in the customer summary 

dDWMP. The reasons underpinning these preferences was also understood. Emphasis 

was placed on understanding the following:   

a. Which option offers best value; 

b. Which option is considered the most affordable; 

c. Which option is the most acceptable in terms of their priorities; 

d. Which option is the most acceptable in terms of appetite for risk.  

 

Methodology 
To achieve these objectives, participants were asked questions relating to the clarity of wording, ease 

of understanding, relevance of information and thoughts on the presentation of the information in 

both the background and four options sections, as well as their understanding of differences and 

similarities between the options.  

A multi-strand qualitative approach to the methodology was taken to seek to achieve the objectives of 

the research, consisting of the following:  

- Deliberative on-line workshops with NWG customers 

- Face-to-face focus groups in communities with high rates of digital exclusion. Digital exclusion was 

defined as having never used the internet, having used the internet but not having regular access 

to it or, having to ask a friend/family member to help them access the internet. Participants were 

invited if they said that they met one of the criteria of being digitally excluded. Despite this, some 

digitally capable customers did attend. 

- Telephone interviews with NWG customers that had experience of a wastewater failure 

- Telephone interviews with NWG non-household customers.  
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Generally, it was felt the document was too corporate and therefore not suitable as a customer 

summary. Participants felt that they needed to read it more than once to digest the information. They, 

and some NWG employees, desired the use of simplified language to improve accessibility.  

 “Too many superfluous words... It could’ve been a bit more concise” – NWG Employee People 

Panel 

 “To understand it, you’d need to read it more than once and I'm not too sure how many people 

would sit reading it a second, third time… it [has] got to be simpler” – Northumbrian People Panel 

 “First thoughts on reading the one you sent us is it's very corporate” – Essex People Panel 

 “Probably needed to read it a second time to digest it… I suppose I skim read it a bit” – Essex 

People Panel 

 “Think about how accessible the language is because it’s a huge factor. I’ve got a good level of 

education and I did not find that accessible” – Wastewater failure interview 

 “I come from a construction and build environment background, so… to me, it was fairly 

straightforward. Some of the acronyms can be a little bit confusing” – Non-household participant 

(in depth interview) 

 “Where you’ve got SO activity and NIDP, I don’t think they’re referenced earlier in the documents, 

it might be that people might not know what those two words mean” – Non-household 

participant (in depth interview) 

 “I’m a speech and language therapist and a lot of people would find accessing that document 

nearly impossible… There’s lots of terminology used that the regular person has no idea about, 

like what’s a blue space? And [there were] very long sentences… Some people wouldn’t know 

what a forum is… Even just [write] in brackets what it means” – Participant with experience of 

wastewater failure (in depth interview) 

 “Is it available in all the accessible ways? Is it able to be spoken to somebody who can't read or 

for somebody who can't see?” - Non-household participant (in depth interview) 

 “I will always advocate for the people who maybe aren’t as literate… who struggle with their 

language skills, which is one in ten people. So, you have a document that less than one in ten 

people can understand” – Participant with experience of wastewater failure (in depth interview) 
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Participants highlighted that they did not understand the business problem, i.e., why Northumbrian 

Water needed the dDWMP, and wanted to see this clearly stated at the beginning of the customer 

summary document. They also required more information on the solutions proposed.  

 “I was trying to get to something that told me what is the problem? What are the options for 

solving that problem? And how much will it cost? And a lot of it was buried. The first bit, it said, 

‘we have to improve our wastewater plan’. Where was the starting point, so you can then relate 

the options to the starting point?” – Northumbrian People Panel 

 “What is this supposed to achieve when the customer will read and go through it? Because that 

will help us when we are thinking to go in line with that to that goal” – Essex People Panel 

 “A little bit more graphic information about the problems of sewerage issues… how it affects a 

family… I think when you're looking towards the 34% and 38%, more people are going to be 

interested in the lower level of increase… because it hasn't dwelt on the environmental impact to 

animals, wildlife, there's the sea, rivers…  it's all very much about communities and houses” – 

Participant with experience of wastewater failure (in depth interview) 

 “There’s a clear jump in the storytelling from section one to five, development and then storm 

water flows which, to me, seems like a very isolated aspect of the plan itself. There’s nothing 

outside of that and the options are just linked to storm overflows. There are other things to 

consider about the way we use water and how each household or businesses can perhaps harvest 

and reuse rainwater. There are other things being done outside of managing storm overflows… it 

needs to be discussed early, that we’re focusing solely on the issues of storm overflows and the 

problems that they present” – Non-household participant (in depth interview) 

 “Within the introduction, there isn’t really any explanation of the natural habitats and ponds that 

could potentially be used” – Non-household participant (in depth interview) 

 

Some participants in interviews stated a preference of having relevant statistics detailed in 

appropriate places, to support the text, or signposting to further information. 

 “I can’t remember seeing any stats to the number of floods that have happened in the area or the 

number of incidents… no stats to back up that this is a problem” – Participant with experience of 

wastewater failure (in depth interview) 

 “I like to see the statistics and it was very lacking in that area, real time information I mean… The 

whole stat around toilet flushes… it doesn’t focus on general household or business water usage, 

in real terms of how many litres an average family leaked… that would be more relevant… A 

modern family today might consume four or five times more water than a family from the 
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1950s… I think people would appreciate that in a bit more detail… because that then adds a bit 

more gravity to the urgency behind the plan. Why we need the plan, why we need to look 

forward and be proactive… to make sure that, come 2045, we’ve got the infrastructure in place 

that we need” – Non-household participant (in depth interview) 

 “Perhaps something at the end to direct people to other websites, other organisations that may 

have more information. That would be useful” – Non-household participant (in depth interview) 

 

Participants generally felt the visual information and four options section were the parts which caught 

their attention the most. It was suggested better presentation of information would be helpful.  

 “It had the right sort of mix… colour, photographs… some of them were a bit graphic but it 

attracted you first” - Northumbrian People Panel 

 “It was illustrated well, with the words, so people could match the two up” – Essex People Panel 

 “When you get through to the end, that's where you really want to see that's what catches your 

attention” – Essex People Panel 

 “I wondered if the information could be presented differently, in a table or flowchart, so that you 

weren't duplicating the same sentences” - Suffolk People Panel 

 “[Being presented] in a graph or a column would’ve helped because I did find it quite repetitive to 

the point where I couldn't differentiate between them [and] had to keep going back” – Suffolk 

People Panel 

 “There was a lot of text in it… there could have been a bit more bullet points… But the 

information was clear” – Participant with experience of wastewater failure (in depth interview) 

 “My qualification is in information graphics… I’m a very visual person, so I think having 

infographics would have been beneficial; how that impacted graphs, detail, illustrations of how 

those concrete tanks would be built, and stuff like that” – Non-household participant (in depth 

interview) 

 

A minority view, most prevalent in those who had been interviewed as a non-household participant, 

or as a participant who had experienced a wastewater failure, found the document to be a useful 

overview and clear enough to gain a brief understanding, though they suggested it could be more 

concise. 
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 “It’s clear. It’s not a detailed plan… but it gives an outline” – Participant with experience of 

wastewater failure (in depth interview) 

 “For me, it was fine, but I know that people who maybe were not as comfortable reading large 

documents would probably lose the plot” – Participant with experience of wastewater failure (in 

depth interview) 

 “It was a useful document. It gives some good context to why they’re doing it and what the 

factors are in terms of their development of this document; wider climate change, increasing 

customer usage... It wasn’t too long or overly technical or anything, so it was easy enough to 

follow for somebody who isn’t in the water industry” – Non-household participant (in depth 

interview) 

 

Overview of page-by-page feedback of customer 
summary dDWMP 
The following infographics (overleaf) present an overview of the findings of the page-by-page feedback, 

focussing on the areas participants highlighted as positives and those discussed as areas for 

improvement in the customer summary dDWMP. Detailed results for this strand of research are shown 

in Appendix D. Further, a list of words and phrases that participants found inaccessible is shown in 

Appendix E.  
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Thoughts on the four options  
For clarity, the four options within the customer summary dDWMP can be summarised in the following 

points:  

- Option 1: building concrete tanks underground to store excess water. This is the cheapest 

approach but only meets targets outlined in the Government’s Storm Overflow Reduction Plan. 

No other benefits would be achieved. This option would incur a 13% increase to annual bills by the 

year 2045.  

- Option 2: as option 1, but with the addition of joining up with Northumbria Drainage Partnership 

schemes to reduce the risk of internal sewer flooding. . This option would incur a 17% increase to 

annual bills by the year 2045.  

- Option 3: nature based solutions would be implemented wherever possible to ensure the targets 

in the Storm Overflow Reduction Plan are met. Additionally, this would reduce the risk of internal 

sewer flooding to a greater number of properties than option 2. This option would incur a 34% 

increase to annual bills by the year 2045.  

- Option 4: as with option 3, nature based solutions would be implemented wherever possible to 

ensure the targets in the Storm Overflow Reduction Plan are met faster than the Government 

target. In addition, partnership working would be enabled to offer the greatest reduction in the 

number of properties at risk of internal sewer flooding.  This option would incur a 38% increase to 

annual bills by the year 2045. 

The precise way in which the options were described in the customer summary of dDWMP is shown in 

the screenshots overleaf.  
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Participants’ thoughts about their preferences for the options, and the reasons underpinning these 

preferences, are now described in detail.   

The presentation of the options within the customer summary 

dDWMP 

Participants shared that their first impressions of the section detailing the four options was that it was 

unclear, with little explanation regarding the differences between the options. 

 “It should’ve been more balanced… I would’ve wanted more information on the options, rather 

than the introduction” – Northumbrian People Panel 

 “The options were quite similar. And there was a difference in that when you got down to the 

detail, but the actual space for decision making was rather limited” – Suffolk People Panel 

 “I didn’t see much difference between three and four except time scale… To be honest, there’s not 

much between one and two” – Participant with experience of wastewater failure (in depth 

interview) 

 “I wasn’t able, from their descriptions, to understand what they were going to do. Apart from 

option one… I understand they’re going to make tanks” – Participant with experience of 

wastewater failure (in depth interview) 

 “It’s hard actually to say which option I would prefer because I’m really quite unclear particularly 

about option three and four” – Non-household participant (in depth interview) 

 

Some suggested the four options could have clearer distinctions by presenting the options in a simple 

layout and with unbiased language, such as bullet points or in a comparison chart. 

 “It comes across as dishonest… it's so unclear, I automatically felt I was being pushed towards a 

decision. There’s very negative language used for number one and very positive language used 

for number four” – Participant with experience of wastewater failure (in depth interview) 

 “It would have been good to see those four options in a grid with the cost at the bottom so that 

you could immediately see… then have a sort of tick box comparison. That would help people to 

understand it” – Participant with experience of wastewater failure (in depth interview) 

 “Some nice things, like making key points big… but it’s very wordy and is all the information 

necessary?... If it can be done in three bullet points, do it” – Participant with experience of 

wastewater failure (in depth interview) 
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 “The options were a bit text heavy in the way that they were explained. I thought that they could 

have just been explained more in bullet points… maybe some sort of chart that compares the 

options more explicitly would have been useful” – Non-household participant (in depth interview) 

 

Many participants felt that further information needed to be included, such as the ways in which the 

increase in bill prices would occur and how it would impact the different parts of their water bill. 

 ‘Is that percentage of the bills going to be the same every year, or will that increase year-on-

year?’ – Deliberative workshop 1 

 “Is that based on the entire… bill or just the sewage component?” – Deliberative workshop 1 

 “They talk about the increase in the bill, but don’t talk about how much money that is… The 

comparative percentages are useful, but you also assume the shape of the curve of the increase is 

going to be the same” – Participant with experience of wastewater failure (in depth interview) 

 

Details of maintenance costs from 2040 onwards, as well as providing further information that 

enables understanding of other longer-term effects, were factors which influenced the opinion of 

several participants. 

 “It gives an outline, [but] it doesn’t say what happens after the end of these periods… say ‘from 

2040 we’d expect to have to keep on the same spend’, or ‘then the maintenance will 1% extra per 

year’ or… that’s just not mentioned at all” – Participant with experience of wastewater failure (in 

depth interview) 

 “I don’t just want to see what the bills for construction look like, I want to see what they look like 

for maintenance and operation” – Participant with experience of wastewater failure (in depth 

interview) 

 “I would like to understand about significantly the long-term effects, we’ve done this, and these 

houses are no longer at risk, what are the costs of running it? What are the costs of maintaining 

it? What does happen if the sea level rises by half a metre?” – Participant with experience of 

wastewater failure (in depth interview) 

 “I was thinking of the infrastructure behind [option one] … How big are the tanks, how are they 

going to work, where are they going to be, what are they going to be cutting up? Is it into 

residential areas? Is it into fields… countryside’?” – Non-household participant (in depth 

interview) 
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Societal, environmental, and economic benefits were not fully elaborated on, which several 

participants felt limited their decision-making ability. 

 “I would like to know more. It talks about the different options but doesn’t go into any of the 

details of what the societal benefits are. I can’t really weigh up pros and cons and do a cost 

benefit analysis to answer the question, without the right information … they might be doing that 

to try and not confuse the customer, but this is confusing because I don’t know what any of the 

plans are” – Participant with experience of wastewater failure (in depth interview) 

 “If there was a bit more information about the environment, rather than residential… this would 

be a way of them being prepared to help pay for protecting the environment… Something more 

about wildlife and plants and flooding” – Participant with experience of wastewater failure (in 

depth interview) 

 “In terms of the environmental impact if they do go for swales and ponds, etc, and improve, say 

end up creating sort of 15 areas with some elements of nature protection. Why doesn't the plan 

say that as well because that would be a great selling point” – Deliberative workshop 1 

 “Simply digging as massive hole, filling it with a concrete tank and then covering it over… there’s 

other things to consider, as part of that type of option, around sustainability… It focuses more on 

the cost impact to us, as businesses, and the general public, as opposed to what are the other 

benefits” – Non-household participant (in depth interview) 

 “It doesn’t talk about any of the economic factors. It might create jobs to do this. It doesn’t talk 

about some of the positives or negative implications on each option” – Non-household participant 

(in depth interview) 

 “Clearly stating what the benefits are of all these things because in my head, all of this is just 

technical right for the customer rather than ‘why should I pay you more? Choosing to go to the 

cheapest option over time, rather than looking at which would benefit us the most… the summary 

is not clear cut enough” – Deliberative workshop 1 

 

A small number of participants wished to have more information on which options would enable 

Northumbrian Water to achieve their corporate goals. 

 “It would be useful to say how you’re achieving your corporate goals by each of the options. If 

everybody went for option two, you’re not actually going to achieve your environmental goal, are 

you?” – Deliberative workshop 1 
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Overall preferences in the options  

Overall, most participants shared that they felt unable to state their most and least preferred options 

due to the unclear layout, information and language used in the section detailing the four options. 

 “I found real difficulty being able to explain and differentiate between certainly options two, 

three and four, and yet you’re wanting some detailed feedback on that… I would automatically 

fall back on the cheapest option, and that's not helpful to you” – Deliberative workshop 1 

 “I wasn’t able, from their descriptions, to understand what they were going to do. Apart from 

option one… I understand they’re going to make tanks” – Participant with experience of 

wastewater failure (in depth interview) 

 “I think it’s hard actually to say which option I would prefer because I’m really quite unclear 

particularly about option three and four” – Non-household participant (in depth interview) 

 “[Option 3] says that there might be more infrastructures like ponds and natural habitat, but I 

don’t understand why that has a much bigger impact and why it would be 34% more expensive 

because I can’t figure out what the main difference is… I’m really struggling to see what else 

would be done and why it’s going to cost so much more” - Non-household participant (in depth 

interview) 

 

Specific information was felt to be missing, some participants highlighted, as there was no elaboration 

on assumed benefits within the customer summary dDWMP. This includes, for instance, no detail on 

the logistics of building the concrete tanks in option one, no elaboration of why joint partnership in 

option two would be a benefit, and no mention of biodiversity benefits in options three or four, which 

focussed on natural solutions.  

 “If there was just more detail to how those concrete tanks… you try to envision them in your mind 

of how big they’re going to be; to store rainwater, they must be a decent size. Where are they 

going to be? Where will they be placed? How is that going to impact wildlife, residential estates, 

roads, etc.? How long will it take?” – Non-household participant (in depth interview) 

 “They would join up with the NIDP Scheme… but what would be the action that would come out 

of joining up? [It] says they would look at joint delivery, but doesn’t say why that would cost more 

and why that would have a bigger impact” – Non-household participant (in depth interview) 

 “The whole reason why we don’t want to pollute the water courses is biodiversity… [it] isn’t even 

mentioned [or] highlighted as a major benefit. Being able to control that water in a more natural 
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methodology would increase opportunity for biodiversity” – Non-household participant (in depth 

interview) 

 “[Option four states] ‘we’d include interventions to work towards our goal’ but it doesn’t say 

what those interventions are” – Non-household participant (in depth interview) 

 “I would want a bit more information or insight in order to make a decision… would option four 

take longer to implement? … Why [is it] three times more expensive to do option four than one? 

… I would want more of a breakdown” - Non-household participant (in depth interview) 

 “It would be really helpful if we could have, at the end of each one, pros and cons… we're all 

talking about what are the practical advantages of options three and four? Yes, we get a pond, 

but what are the pros and cons? … Unless they can see quite clearly ‘this is what the benefits are, 

these are the drawbacks’ then they can make informed decisions rather than saying ‘I can't afford 

the bill, I'll go for option one’” - Deliberative workshop 1 

 “It’d be nice if they could clarify which areas it was benefitting for the next ten or twenty years… 

you're paying all that money and not getting any benefits possibly” - Deliberative workshop 1 

 “If the plan was more about, we're going to stop pumping sewage onto the beaches. Everyone 

benefits from that… from clean beaches and clean rivers, but their focus is on the sewers. If they 

were to refocus the plan and point out the wider benefits to everybody, and of course, there are 

wider benefit to everyone. That might be helpful”’ - Deliberative workshop 1 

 

A culmination of all these thoughts was that there was a clear need to highlight the benefits of each 

option, as an understanding of these factors would likely influence their thoughts about their most 

preferred option.  

 “[Option] one, because I understand it. I know what they’re spending the money on” – Participant 

with experience of wastewater failure (in depth interview) 

 “I think three as well, four is a bit sort of nebulous. It's like wrestling with jelly, you don't quite 

know what you're getting” - Deliberative workshop 1 

 “I have a fairly healthy, stable income… I'm better equipped to absorb an increase in the monthly 

water bill, whereas for a young family who are getting started, they will probably be less. It will 

be more difficult for them to absorb that extra cost every month. But if you can show them the 

benefit of… taking kids out to walk in the countryside or go to the beach [in options 3 or 4], then 

that's worth them investing in” – Participant with experience of wastewater failure (in depth 

interview) 
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 “Looking at that 38% [Option 4], if it creates the future for children and their children that we 

want them to have, it’s worth the price that they’re outlining but they need to sell those benefits 

in a clearer way, I think, because digging holes and filling them with concrete tanks, is very 

brutalist and it’s the old world, isn’t it?” – Non-household participant (in depth interview) 

 “Number four [is least preferable] because it combines parts I don’t understand what they’re 

doing. There’s a big difference between 13% [option 2] and 38% [option 4] … I’d only be happy 

with a jump like that in my bills if I felt there was benefit to me” – Participant with experience of 

wastewater failure (in depth interview) 

 “Option four [is least preferable] because it’s more expensive and I can’t say what we would get 

extra to solve any of the problems… Even though it’s not that much of a jump from option three it 

certainly will be for a lot of people, and I can’t really see the benefit” – Non-household participant 

(in depth interview) 

 “Before when I read the document, I would probably have gone for, as I said, for option one, 

because it was the cheapest, but having listened to other people, I’ve changed my opinion and 

gone for three because of the environment and also when it was explained that… [the price rise] 

was going to be gradual, so I’ve had a re-think” Deliberative workshop 1 

 

Despite feeling as though there was not enough information in the customer summary dDWMP to 

make a decision, many participants did go on to state their preferred option based on the information 

they had been given up to this point.  

 “Option 1, because it’s the cheapest option” – Non-household participant (in depth interview) 

 “I’m only going to choose the cheapest. I wouldn’t choose any of them, to be honest. I’m not 

going to choose to have my bills increased for any reason” - Deliberative workshop 1 

 “The cheapest because I don’t have much money... I don’t believe that all this money [will] go to 

the right places... It’d be the cheapest and I would pay less if I could” – Deliberative workshop 1 

 “I was thinking which one is the cheapest, because I’m ill health and not working, but I would 

prefer to have three or four because I want to do what I can for the environment, nature etc. But I 

didn’t feel I had a choice but to put number one” -Deliberative workshop 1 

 “[Option 2] 13% but realistically, to get the outcome that we want it would be the 34% [option 

3]” – Participant with experience of wastewater failure (in depth interview) 

 “I think people are going to be struggling so much that 34% [option 4] is going to be way out of 

their bracket” – Participant with experience of wastewater failure (in depth interview) 
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 “[The] benefits wouldn’t affect the area that I live in. It’s never going to flood, and all this green 

wildlife, there’s nothing like that anywhere near me. At this moment in time, I can’t even see past 

next month [financially]…so the way it’s going, my fear would be I’ll pick number one… one would 

be, not just preferred, but my only option” - Deliberative workshop 1 

 

Alongside highlighting the costs, the other key theme mentioned by most participants was the 

recognition of the importance of the environment and a desire to choose more environmentally 

friendly options [3 or 4] where possible. 

 “I would pay a little bit more on my bills. I’d be happy if I could afford it, but I’d always go for the 

environmentally friendly option [and option 1 and 2 are not]” – Participant with experience of 

wastewater failure (in depth interview) 

 “If I was just looking at the money side overall, then it would be one or two, but… I think that 

there’s an obligation to protect wildlife and look after the environment, so for me the only option 

would be either three or four, and I couldn’t see much difference between three and four. I just 

think [option] one or two was not something considered to be honest… because of the 

environment”- Deliberative workshop 1 

 “I wouldn’t consider anything that’s not good, in terms of the environment so that’s why I put 

option three, and I know it is more expensive than other options for other people, but I just don’t 

think it’s right to do something that’s not going to put something back” - Deliberative workshop 1 

 “I think it's the environmental benefits from number four, because what price do you put on 

saving the world?” - Deliberative workshop 1 

 “I'm trying to think of future generations, and what we want our children or our grandchildren to 

grow up with. It would be much nicer if they had solutions that involved ponds and areas rather 

than bunkers under the ground” - Deliberative workshop 1 

 “Value in the wider sense, not what we pay, but environmental benefits. Less concrete, more 

reliance on natural solutions. Sounds the most sustainable to me” - Deliberative workshop 1 

 “As a company, Northumbrian Water have a moral and ethical obligation to make sure that they 

are putting something back into the environment” - Deliberative workshop 1  

 “It's going to be a bit of a hard sell, but personally, I think environmental improvements have to 

be paid for. I wouldn't be that adverse to going for option four. It's quite a slow burn in terms of 

the price increase over many years and there are tangible benefits” - Deliberative workshop 1 
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 “More drawn to option three… because it talks about using natural solutions rather than built 

infrastructures. So, I’ve made the assumption that it means it would have more reservoir like 

facilities…  it appeals to me because I’m a fan of nature and natural habitat, and I think we need 

that for wildlife as well” – Non-household participant (in depth interview) 

 “Option three… at the end of the day, we need the environment to be safe and sound for us... it 

seems a bit expensive, but I care about the environment so much that I went for option three” - 

Deliberative workshop 1 

 

Subsequently, participants highlighted the struggle between balancing what is affordable in the rising 

cost-of-living crisis, alongside the desire to help the environment, leading many to state they would 

choose option four in an ideal world but, at the moment this would be out of reach. 

 “Option two, because I think there's not a great deal of difference in the cost of one and two. And 

two, gives a better result. In the perfect world, I would go for option four. But in the climate of 

rising costs for everybody, and everyone worrying about the fuel bills… I might think differently if I 

had suffered with storm overflow issues, but I haven't” – Participant with experience of 

wastewater failure (in depth interview) 

 “If I were thinking with my more ethical side of my brain and with a longer-term viewpoint, trying 

to switch-off the concerns around the cost of living, option four is the most comprehensive … If I 

had to pick one, I’d have to go for option one because of the short-term financial pressures” – 

Non-household participant (in depth interview) 

 “Option two is probably where you're aiming for. Option four is probably a bit excessive to try to 

achieve at the moment… I think that that's the ultimate goal, but it's probably unachievable in a 

short term” – Non-household participant (in depth interview) 

 “[For] the wider public, I think option two is going to be an easier ask”- Deliberative workshop 1 

 “At the moment, [option] two would probably be more affordable for me than three… [but] three, 

if the problems weren’t going on… with all household bills going up” - Deliberative workshop 1 

 “It really would be a huge risk to go with option four this year or next year… we've got to be very 

careful… [option] four... It’d be unattainable for so many” - Deliberative workshop 1 

 “I think people are going to be struggling so much that 34% [option 4] is going to be way out of 

their bracket” – Participant with experience of wastewater failure (in depth interview) 

 “I'm quite fortunate in that I would be able to afford any one of them. I would personally be 

looking at number three, maybe. In terms of affordability, there's the cost-of-living crisis the way 
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it is. A lot of people wouldn't be able to do that. I would imagine a lot of people would go for the 

first or second options, purely because of the circumstances” - Deliberative workshop 1 

 

Many participants felt they were seeking to gain the best value for money when considering their 

preferred options, due to the minimal increase in cost between some options in exchange for what 

they perceived to be greater benefits. 

 “Options one and three to me are non-starters, so option two or four. Option two works out at £1 

per year more than option one, but you're getting a lot more” - Deliberative workshop 1 

 “They’re very close, [option 3] £123 a year, versus £138 [option 4]… when you look at the amount 

of properties [that] they’re looking to reduce the risk of flooding for, that £15 a year more… it’s 

seeming to reach a heck of a lot more” - Wastewater failure interview 

 “I did the maths and it’s a no brainer, you do option four… You’re talking 32,000-33,000 houses, 

with the likely increase in bills, it’s way less than the cost of the houses even doing it with four. 

And four is said to be long term environmentally sensitive option” – Participant with experience of 

wastewater failure (in depth interview) 

 “Looking at the numbers, looking at the natural habitats… I think it’s worth it. It doubles the 

[number] of properties from option three, so I would go for option four … Looking at it a 

completely different way, it’s about saving costs and not knowing the detail of how those 

concrete store tanks would work, and how much that would impact” – Non-household participant 

(in depth interview) 

 “I went for option four and it's just because the difference between three and four is very minimal 

so you might as well go for four” - Deliberative workshop 1 

 “Probably three [would be least preferable] … there's not a great deal of difference in cost 

between three and four” – Participant with experience of wastewater failure (in depth interview) 

 “Option three… Certainly I could afford that, because it’s only £10pcm, but I would really like to 

see what they’re doing to equally match my £10pcm” – Participant with experience of 

wastewater failure (in depth interview) 

 “I would probably choose [option 3], because there's quite a significant increase, percentage 

wise, in terms of the cost… I would still want to try and understand what that would look like in X 

number of years” – Non-household participant (in depth interview) 

 “I went for two because there was a bit more collaboration and it wasn’t that much more. If I was 

going for three, I’d go for four, but then you’ve got to look at the cost” - Deliberative workshop 1 
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Significantly, a finding amongst participants who had experienced a wastewater failure was their 

willingness to pay for more expensive options to have peace of mind.  

 “I would go for [option 4] because that, to me, sounds like everything’s going to be getting done. 

Yes, it’s going to cost a little bit more on your bill but it’s worth it... [it’s] a good feeling that 

things are going to be in place so them horrible things don’t happen, basically… That gives me 

peace of mind, for now and the future” – Participant with experience of wastewater failure (in 

depth interview) 

 “[Option 3]. When you see the flooding on the news, water getting into my home is my absolute 

worst nightmare. For me, anything that can be done for flooding for people would be the one I 

would pick” – Participant with experience of wastewater failure (in depth interview) 

 “Option one, doesn’t really give us peace of mind. Yes, my bill might stay cheaper but it doesn’t 

give us peace of mind” – Participant with experience of wastewater failure (in depth interview) 

 

Several participants noted that they would be least likely to prefer option one as they perceived it to 

have few benefits, no great impact, little consideration to the environment, and appearing to be a 

short-term fix.  

 “Number one was probably the [least] flood risk reduction, [fewest] benefits to lots of properties, 

but still your bill’s on about going up” – Participant with experience of wastewater failure (in 

depth interview) 

 “Option one was quite written quite negatively, which made me instantly think well, this isn't a 

good option” – Non-household participant (in depth interview) 

 “Option one… Because, in my opinion, it doesn’t change much” – Participant with experience of 

wastewater failure (in depth interview) 

 “[Option] one… doesn’t do anything to support the communities or wider societal goal… The 

other ones have got ambition but no detail” – Participant with experience of wastewater failure 

(in depth interview) 

 “[Option one] goes back to that 1950s time and era, very little consideration towards the 

environment… [it] comes across ‘we just need an immediate solution” – Non-household 

participant (in depth interview) 

 “If those concrete tanks were going to cause major problems, then option one would be the one 

I’d least go for” – Non-household participant (in depth interview) 
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The overarching view of participants in the first approach focussed on the need to balance affordability 

alongside the environment. Therefore, it was suggested that some participants would prefer a more 

affordable option for now, such as option 2, but they would be open to revisiting options in future. 

 “I’d go for option two now, revisit this in ten years’ time and then see” – Deliberative workshop 1 

 “It's not the right time to be trying to think of option four. For me, probably option two, but I 

would be open to option four later on if that was available to us” -   Deliberative workshop 1 

 “Between 2030 and 2035, I would revisit this and maybe look at option four again… [option] two, 

and then later on, four” - Deliberative workshop 1 

 “We could revisit it… to see if people were maybe in a better position financially, whether they 

would be able to upgrade that work” - Deliberative workshop 1 

 

Level of confidence in Northumbrian Water  
In their in-depth interviews, non-household participants were asked about their level of confidence in 

Northumbrian Water. Most participants stated they had confidence in Northumbrian Water, referring 

to their expertise, good intentions, and awareness of this document accounting for participants’ 

opinions. 

 “You would trust them to deliver what they needed to do, and they are the experts in this area so 

you would hope they know what they’re doing. And I would expect in an area which is regulated, 

like the utilities, that they wouldn’t be able to put something forward that wouldn’t meet the 

requirements of a regulator” – Non-household participant (in depth interview) 

 “Yes… it’s quite clear that the information gathered from this will be used to hopefully plan their 

business plan moving forward and they’re getting their customer's information to gain that” – 

Non-household participant (in depth interview) 

 “It’s great that they’ve done this, that they’re getting peoples’ opinions on it, so, yes. I suppose I 

should have confidence that they’re doing it” – Non-household participant (in depth interview) 

 “Yes. In terms of the fact that they've even put a document together to send out to people, to tell 

them what they're doing, I suppose that's a positive thing” – Non-household participant (in depth 

interview) 

 “I have faith in them as an organisation… I believe their intentions are good… The document itself 

if I didn’t know Northumbrian water no, I’m not sure it would if I wasn’t aware of them already… I 

think there’s so much bad press around, at the moment, maybe they could just directly tackle 
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that. And maybe talk about what they’re doing to avoid that” – Non-household participant (in 

depth interview) 

 

Of the participants who were unsure on their level of confidence, they generally referred to having 

trust in Northumbrian Water as an organisation but were unsure if the customer summary dDWMP, as 

it currently is, provided them with confidence in delivery. However, these participants generally agreed 

they felt Northumbrian Water was heading in the right direction by sharing its customer summary 

dDWMP with customers, but that further work was needed to ensure full confidence. 

 “It gives me confidence that they’re heading in the right direction. It perhaps doesn’t give me 

confidence that they’ve got all the answers, at the current time” – Non-household participant (in 

depth interview) 

 “As an organisation they're well established, but if results were published every six months, every 

year, that would give myself and others a bit more confidence” – Non-household participant (in 

depth interview) 

 “If I knew nothing else about Northumbrian Water, I’m not sure that this document specifically 

would necessarily give me confidence in them to deliver on these plans. It feels more like an 

introduction to the subject and what the potential plans are” – Non-household participant (in 

depth interview) 

 “The fact that I’ve come to the meeting today, not really knowing what you were going to 

discuss, but feeling that you are pro-active in doing something as a company to protect the 

environment, to protect future generations” - Amble 

 

First approach summary 
Throughout the first approach, there was a consensus that the customer summary dDWMP lacked both 

clarity and sufficient information, in a simplified manner, which would enable participants to make an 

informed decision about the four options.   
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Some participants stated a preference for options 1 and 2, highlighting that they recognised option 4 

would be preferred in an ideal world but due to their personal financial situation, consideration of 

their lifestyle and rising cost-of-living, they would favour more affordable options. 

 “In an ideal world it would be four, but cost driven, it’s option one” – Deliberative workshop 2 

 “Option four would be wonderful, wouldn’t it, but it’s just not an affordable option so it would 

have to be option two. You’re going to get the most return for your money thinking in terms of 

that kind of thing” – Deliberative workshop 2 

 “Just number one. I mean I'm 78 and we're in a little house, tiny, it's one bedroom… you’d think 

you wouldn't have to pay that much for your water. We have a shower, and we don’t go to the 

toilet that much, not like when you've got kids, and I'm frightened to leave the tap on for rinses. I 

think our generation think of the cost, and the kids nowadays don’t… Once you've reached a 

certain age, you should be given a discount… what I'm really saying is, why don’t they look after 

the people who have worked all their lives?” – Blyth 

 “For the moment it's [option] one of for me because it's a quick fix. If I was younger, I would say 

option four. If I had a better job with more pay that would be better. More money” - Blyth 

 

Reasons provided for options 3 and 4 ranking lower amongst some participants included affordability 

having an impact on their vote, due to hesitancy to increase their bills. 

 “A year ago, I probably would’ve been thinking more about the environment, but with this year 

with everything that’s happened, I think more people will be more hesitant to spend any more 

money” – Deliberative workshop 2 

 “I just couldn't afford it because we're struggling, we just couldn't afford to pay more… and your 

money doesn't go up every year, but all the bills do” – Blyth 

 

For one participant, the lack of detail on the natural solutions in options 3 and 4 influenced their 

decision; given concerns about food insecurity and the impact these options may have on this. 

 “I ranked option three and four lowest partly because they cost more money and, if you have a 

big underground tank… you can be certain of the amount of water you’re going to store. I’m not 

sure how you can be certain with the other environmental options. Our food security is very poor 

in this country. Will we be taking out good agricultural lands to make wetlands? If that’s the case 

I’m not sure it’s a good idea” – Deliberative workshop 2 
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Some participants in the face-to-face groups had an altruistic view, and mentioned preferring the more 

natural solutions, despite knowing they may struggle financially, but considered it worthwhile. 

 “I would say go for option four, because I think you’re paying the money now, before... if you do 

one of the other two, it’s going to have to change later. Why not put the money in now, and 

make a better job of it, and look after people who need looking after?” - Amble 

 “I think option four takes care of what ‘old Amble’ was, caring for the future generations to come, 

and not just thinking of your own needs, and looking forward to the future. You might be long 

dead, but you know that you’ve done the best for the generations to come” - Amble 

 “I look at those figures, and I think well, yeah, it’s going to be hard, and I’m not a millionaire, but I 

would pay for it just to be able to flush the toilet” – Amble 

 

Options 1 and 2 generally ranked lower in order of preference, due to participants’ recognising the 

minimal impact they would have, the missing information surrounding the logistics of the tanks, as 

well as considering value for money for the future. 

 “Option one I don’t see much point in… at a push, I would rather probably have option four than 

option one” – Deliberative workshop 2 

 “How many [tanks] would there be?” – Deliberative workshop 2 

 “And how big would they [tanks] have to be?” – Deliberative workshop 2 

  “And what would be the [tanks] impact on nature and environment?” – Deliberative workshop 2 

 “Value for money and value for the future, because I've always believed in one thing, an allegory 

I've used all my life; you pay nuts, and you get monkeys” - Blyth 

 

Thoughts about affordability 

Within the deliberative workshop, participants across the groups that ‘never struggle’ voted across all 

five response options, which included ‘unsure’ in addition to the four options. Those who ‘sometimes 

struggle’ had an equally split opinion on option 3 and 4 being most affordable, which is similar to those 

who are ‘behind on bills’. Importantly, only one participant from this group considered option 1 to be 

the most affordable.  
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Several participants preferred options one and two, viewing these options as the ones that they could 

personally afford in their current financial situation.  

 “For me, option one is probably the most affordable at the moment” – Deliberative workshop 2 

 “Well, I was none of the above. I didn’t see the point in option one purely because it’s going to 

cost me extra money, and not going to actually improve or decrease the amount of waste… I 

thought, what am I going to see from it? And I just couldn’t justify any kind of increase at the 

moment” (none) – Deliberative workshop 2 

 “I chose option two in this instance and the reason for this is the economic situation globally, as 

the cost of living is going up in the UK… If not for the changes in the economy and inflation, I 

probably would have been able to do three or four but it will be more comfortable for me to 

adjust and have that increase at option two for me” – Deliberative workshop 2 

 

Despite this, in discussions around the affordability, there was a preference for options three or four 

due to the greater benefits described in those options, in comparison to the limited benefits described 

in options one and two. Most participants considered it worthwhile to look for a longer-term solution, 

the natural solutions of three or four, to avoid passing the problems onto future generations. 

 “For the sake of around £15 between them, if there’s going to be a 90% reduced risk as opposed 

to a 75%, morally I’d want to put in a little bit more to try and help make more of an impact” – 

Deliberative workshop 2 

 “Instantly, when I read these, I didn’t even entertain options one and two… it was the thought 

that it didn’t include everybody else, and that it wasn’t trying to tackle the Storm Overflow 

Reduction Plan using a natural solution, because I think the reason we’re in this problem is 

because of the industrialised nature of the north-east. And the amount of industrial pollution that 

we’ve probably put in over the decades. Straightaway for me, option three and four jumped out, 

and when you knock down the average increase over the year, it’s absolutely nowhere near what 

we’ve been paying, increases to our energy bills” – Deliberative workshop 2 

 “We’ve got to look for a longer-term solution now… otherwise we’re just passing the problem 

onto the next generation, essentially a bigger problem, because there’s going to be more people 

and more houses, and it’s only going to get worse if we don’t take drastic action now, with an 

option three or an option four” – Deliberative workshop 2 
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Further, one of the participants who ‘never struggles’ to pay their bills highlighted that their view of 

option four being most affordable included taking into consideration the longer-term result of having 

fewer homes backed up with sewage. 

 “I could afford to pay the highest [so] think that this [option 4] is affordable…  I think it’s going to 

be most affordable for all those people who aren’t going to have their homes backed up with 

sewage. And I think in the long run, that is the better option” – Deliberative workshop  

 

One participant additionally highlighted they wished for more information on how people on benefits 

will be financially supported in paying their bills, suggesting this would be an influential factor in 

decision making for participants who would require support. 

 “I feel like there's been no mention of how anyone expects people on benefits to pay this, how 

they're going to afford it… People forget that there are younger people having families now and 

they get forgotten about because they can't get full benefit… some people also get deductions 

from their benefits… How will you help people like me?” – Deliberative workshop 2 

 

Thoughts about value for money 

Most participants in the deliberative workshop felt option 4 offered the best value for money, with 

six votes in total, followed by jointly favoured options 2 and 3, with three votes, respectively. One 

participant thought ‘none of the above’ options provided best value for money. Significantly, no 

participants thought option 1 offered the best value for money.  

When discussing ideas around value for money, as with affordability, the personal financial position of 

participants did not appear to stongly influence their thoughts on the options.  Those who were ‘behind 

on bills’ or ‘always struggle’ favoured options 3 and 4, whilst participants who ‘sometimes struggle’ 

financially favoured option 4. Notably, option 2 was thought to offer the best value for money only 

by those who ‘never struggle’ financially themselves.    

Across all groups, numerous participants highlighted that a sense that option one did not offer a 

solution to all the issues that the dDWMP needs to address.  

 “I think if you’re going ahead with option one you might as well do option two and whilst you’re 

digging and doing all of them tanks, or whatever you’re building, I just think you should be going 

straight to do two” – Thornaby-on-Tees 
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 “I'm just looking at option one … it’s not having a lot of impact. I don’t think that option one 

would be very good at all” – Deliberative workshop 2 

 “[Option 1] feels like a short-term fix… one that is going to have any impact. We’re just going to 

find ourselves back in the same situation in five years where we’re discussing even more drastic 

action that can be taken, and potentially more increased costs. Because now we’ve got giant 

concrete underground containers that we’ve built” – Deliberative workshop 2 

 “[For option one] spending a little bit of money is a stop gap… overall for the cost based on how 

much it would affect it, rather than papering over the cracks” – Deliberative workshop 2 

 “Option one was a good price, but it was doing very little to solve the problem, so really that’s 

just a no-go, isn’t it?” – Deliberative workshop 2 

 “[Option 1 or 2] it doesn’t offer any benefits really on the big scale of it” – Thornaby-on-tees 

 “I've always believed in one thing, an allegory I've used all my life; you pay nuts, and you get 

monkeys” – Blyth 

 

Working collaboratively was highlighted as a reason for some participants favouring option two. 

Shared responsibility, including shareholders and the government to provide financial aid, was similarly 

mentioned by few participants.  

 “I found option two attractive… it said Northumbrian Water will work with other agencies… It’s 

joined up thinking and that is why option two is so much better than option one” – Deliberative 

workshop 2 

 “I voted for option two and, despite the fact I think option three and four may be better results… I 

also feel the customer shouldn’t bear the brunt of these costs and I think these costs should be 

shared, not just the companies, the shareholders and the government especially. So, that’s why 

I’ve gone for option two” – Deliberative workshop 2 

 “Option two is a good plan, I like how it joins forces with other organisations, so that’s spread the 

cost… there’s financial help there for Northumbrian Water. And I’m hoping that would create 

more workers as well… but it’s still not going to help as many properties over a five-year period. 

… The cost to the customer is fair [but I’d choose option 3 overall]” – Deliberative workshop 2 

 

Reasons for preferring more natural solutions, of options three or four, centred on participants’ 

awareness of longer-term factors, such as climate change and population growth, due to 

consideration of future generations. 
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 “We’re much more aware of the population growth and climate change, and it’s all going to 

impact us all eventually. But [we] definitely wouldn’t have been as aware a couple of years ago as 

we are now” – Deliberative workshop 2 

 “I went for three. I had already chosen my option before any other information was shared. I 

don’t think that building the tanks is a good idea and, because we’re all looking at sustainability 

and a more natural environment, I thought that swell ponds to store the water and create a more 

natural habitat. If we’re going to spend money, then we might as well go that way… 

[Northumbrian Water] are going to work with the councils and other bodies to do the jobs so 

they’ll have more input on it and there’s going to be a bigger reduction in the flooding from the 

sewage etc. It was a more affordable option to get the job done” – Deliberative workshop 2 

 “Option three. I think it’s fantastic that communities would benefit… that there would be no need 

to intervene with natural habitats… or the wildlife. I feel that it’s just as important to family, 

friends and ourselves even. The price, I think, is fair with the price of living, it is a realistic price for 

customers. Option four is a little too costly” – Deliberative workshop 2 

 “If that’s over the year, I would be more inclined to go for options three or four. Looking at it from 

a point of children and grandchildren, because unless something is done now, not just with 

yourselves [but also] with the environment, there’s not going to be much of a future for them. So, 

in the scheme of things, £18 to £34 a year isn’t that much” – Deliberative workshop 2 

 “Is it the value for money or is it more the fact that it's going to benefit the future generations 

that’s really swaying you?” – Moderator, “The future”, “I think it would probably be the cheapest 

one in the long run as well” - Amble 

 

Whilst options three and four were thought of as being the ideal solutions, some participants felt they 

were unable to view these as affordable due to the current rising cost-of-living.  

 “Option three and four in terms of environmental solutions would be ideal but, it’s an 

affordability thing and personally as things stand, and assuming things get worse or nothing 

changes, any extra outgoings on any of my bills it’s not doable. So, it would be option two as 

opposed to any of the others” – Deliberative workshop 2 

 “Option three or four ideally, in practice. What’s affordable, you know, it’s the price that is 

probably too much for me” – Deliberative workshop 2 

 “I just feel like with everything going up, it’s just getting really hard for everybody, and we need 

to come to a price that’s going to meet everybody’s needs” – Deliberative workshop 2 
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Some participants considered affordability alongside their preference of environmental options, 

leading them to prefer option three to ensure that lower-income families would be able to afford this. 

 “I think option four was the best [but] option three was good for the environment too and that 

was about the right sort of price for me” – Deliberative workshop 2 

 “Option three seems to be like the middle ground…Option four gives the best results but then it’s 

the costliest for the customer, so It’s like a trade-off and option three seems like a sweet spot. If 

money and finances weren’t a challenge and money wasn’t an issue, then I think most people 

would go for option three or option four” – Deliberative workshop 2 

 “[Option 3] … the reason why I didn't choose four is because I think four is exactly the same as 

three, but you're doing it quicker… low-income families, they can’t afford it” – Consett 

 “I just thought they would be cheaper long-term because you wouldn’t have to maintain them as 

much” – Consett 

 “I quite like nature, so I like option three I'm leaning towards just because of the costs… [with] 

that long-term maintenance… It’s probably going to be more cost-effective” - Consett 

 

Gaining best value for money was a factor discussed by many participants, who viewed the cost 

difference between options three and four being minimal, in exchange for more benefits, therefore 

would prefer option four overall.  

 “I would’ve probably gone for option four, but I thought well [option 3] it’s nearly option four. 

And I was thinking of value for money really” – Deliberative workshop 2 

 “Probably four, to say that figure over the years isn’t too bad” – Deliberative workshop 2 

 “I’d prefer option four because it’s water, the most important thing” – Deliberative workshop 2 

 “Probably option four, because it’s making a bit of a difference” – Deliberative workshop 2 

 “It's only a tenner a year difference [between options 3 and 4]” – Consett 

 

Other face to face groups valued having a water system in the first place, as they recalled having to 

collect water from a well when they were younger, therefore felt they were already getting good value 

for money from their water bill and would therefore be happy to pay more. 

 “It sounds as though you’re willing to look at an increase in your water bill, because you feel like 

you’re going to get good value for money from it, but you don’t have the same level of trust in 
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other bills. Is that right?” – Moderator, “Yes” – Amble Okay; how about the rest of you? Do you 

think the same, or…? “Yeah”, “Yeah” – Amble 

 “When I was little, I used to live out down in the country, and we had to walk down the hill and 

we had a bucket; we had to take this bucket with, like, a hook on, and reach down from the well” 

– Amble 

 “There was a lot of people in Amble who used the well at the top of the Wynd. I mean, my dad 

had to go there. He had to carry all the water for the horses and everything” - Amble 

 

 

 

 





 

 
 

Conclusions 
Importantly, the customer summary dDWMP was found to lack clarity and detail, leaving participants’ 

feeling too un-informed to make decisions regarding their option preferences.  

The second approach to the research adopted a different way to explain the context to the dDWMP, 

not relying on the customer summary. This enabled participants to feel that they could make 

judgements regarding their preferred options. An overall preference for option 3 and 4 was revealed, 

with environmental concerns and a sense of altruism outweighing concerns about costs.  

First approach learnings 

Throughout the first approach, participants across all groups generally referred to the same points 

during the word-for-word, page-by-page review. This included their uncertainty around some words, 

phrases, and acronyms, which were felt to be corporate and had opportunity to be simplified to 

improve accessibility. Whilst information was generally understood following explanation, participants 

expressed they would like to be signposted to relevant data, statistics, and websites to support 

statements made in the text. 

Following consideration of the four options in the first approach, most participants felt unable to make 

an informed decision on their preferred option. Reasons for this included not having all information 

provided for each option, such as the logistics of costs, maintenance, and wider societal benefits. It 

was suggested that clearer presentation, or a comparison table to provide an overview, would be 

beneficial. Participants’ inability to decide demonstrates the need to simplify the information in a clear, 

concise manner, in the background section of the customer summary dDWMP. 

Second approach learnings 

The second approach was successful in enabling participants to decide which of the four options they 

would prefer. This included taking a more conversational approach, with explanations provided, 

rather than reading the customer summary dDWMP word-for-word, page-by-page, as well as providing 

a comparison table of the four options. 

The two overarching themes discussed by participants mirrored the discussions in the first approach: 

affordability during the current cost-of-living climate, alongside a moral and ethical obligation to care 

for the environment by making sustainable choices, to care for future generations. Respectively, these 



 

 
 

key themes reflected the more affordable options, 1 and 2, as well as the more environmentally sound 

options, 3 and 4. 

Whilst a small number of participants stated an inability to afford bills and questioned what support 

would be made available to them, most participants stated they considered natural solutions 

worthwhile. Despite having concerns about costs, some participants felt they would prefer options 3 

or 4, as they preferred to ensure future generations would not have the burden of solving a bigger 

problem and wanted to take a more altruistic approach. 



 

 
 

  

Supporting documentation can be found in this section. 

Appendices 

“Quality is not an act; it is 

a habit” 

 



 

 
 

Appendices  

Appendix A: PowerPoint used in First approach 

 

 

  



 

 
 

 

 

 



 

 
 

 

 

 



 

 
 

 

 

 



 

 
 

 

 

 



 

 
 

 

 

 



 

 
 

 

 

 



 

 
 

 

 

 



 

 
 

  



 

 
 

Appendix B: PowerPoint used in Second 
approach  

 

 

 



 

 
 

 

 

 



 

 
 

 

 

 



 

 
 

 

 

 



 

 
 

 

 

 



 

 
 

 

 

  



 

 
 

 

 

 



 

 
 

 

 

  



 

 
 

Appendix C: Topline People Panel report  

People Panel Topline results – dDWMP Topics  

Overview of sessions 

The draft Drainage Wastewater Management Plan (dDWMP) is a large project which aims to explore 

views to inform PR24 planning. The dDWMP sessions comprised two deliberative workshop 

discussions, People Panel online groups, four face to face discussion groups, as well as in depth 

interviews with nine non-household customers and eight customers who had experience of a 

wastewater failure, however these findings will be reported in a separate dDWMP report. The dDWMP 

was also discussed as a topic, across two parts, for the five groups of People Panels. This report provides 

a topline overview of the findings across the People Panels sessions only.  

People Panel session dates 

Sessions were conducted with each of the People Panels for dDWMP Part 1 of 2 on the following dates:  

• Monday 1st August: Employees 

• Monday 1st August: Northumbrian 

• Wednesday 3rd August: Essex 

• Monday 8th August: Suffolk 

• Wednesday 10th August: Young 

Sessions were conducted for the seventh round with three of the five People Panels for dDWMP Part 

2 of 2 on the following dates: 

• Monday 5th September: Employees 

• Monday 5th September: Northumbrian 

• Wednesday 7th September: Essex 

  





 

 
 

On the second page of ‘our environmental responsibility’, all panels felt confused as to why the text 

references nine pledges, but the image does not. Visual elements, such as a small font size of the 

graphic, was also highlighted, as well as wording of ‘only’ which implies NWG underplaying their role. 

In the ‘working with others’ section, some employee panellists questioned whether some information 

presented was factually correct. Readers generally felt that some phrases, such as SUDs and manholes, 

could be confusing for some, therefore suggested a glossary of definitions or box with explanations to 

ensure accessibility. 

Thinking about ‘long term resilience’, panellists held the view that some words, such as 

‘collaboratively’ and ‘resilience’ were difficult for some readers. One panellist highlighted that, at this 

point, they would want more information projecting number of flushes in 25 years’ time. Similarly, 

more information such as economical flushes and surface water separation weren’t mentioned, which 

employee panellists suggested was misleading. 

The pages asking ‘what is a draft DWMP’ led panellists to question why a 40 year plan is needed if the 

Government requirement is 25 years. Some panellists felt the language could be clearer and more 

concise. The statement about fairness to communities also generated confusion about its meaning. 

When considering ‘why a draft DWMP is useful’, most panellists agreed that too much jargon was 

used, and suggested language needed to be kept clearer. The page explaining ‘how we developed out 

draft DWMP’ was thought to use words where, rather, visualising the areas on maps would make the 

page more appealing.   

The section about ‘storm overflows’ was an area where numerous panellists felt they would have 

wanted to have more information presented as an educational guide, with illustrations (rather than 

actual images) of items which are incorrectly flushed and the consequences, as well as information on 

how this happens and data on how often. Some wording was considered inaccurate by employee 

panellists, whilst non-employee panellists highlighted the page had too many acronyms. 

 

People Panel: dDWMP Part 2 – Four options 

Overall, panellists generally felt that there was not enough information on the four options to make 

an informed decision. Feedback referred to unclear distinctions between the four options, and a 

preference to have an overview of the information presented visually or in a summarised format. 

At this point, the decision was made not to continue with the ‘Part 2 – Four options’ topic for the 

People Panels of Suffolk and Young. The People Panel sessions therefore form part of phase one [first 

approach] of the DWMP project.  







 

 
 

 “If you include the word coastal before the word bathing that should clarify, shouldn’t it?” - 

Northumbrian People Panel 

 “I think the highlighted bits are good - the bits in blue, ‘environments’, ‘proud of the environment’ 

and ‘reducing pollution’, you've tried to get bullet point” - Northumbrian People Panel 

The positive, visual aspects mentioned by participants included the highlighted words, though one 

participant felt the visual presentation could be further improved by being more concise. 

 “The words that are highlighted helps the reader to go through the document much easier… if we 

have these key words, [it] will make it easier for everyone to find the information that they are 

interested in” - Essex People Panel 

 “Less is more… you really need to summarise some of these things [and] be a bit more snappy… 

that should be your headline ‘we're proud of our track record’, and then bang, bang, bang, three 

or four great statistics… 32 out of 34 bathing waters is a really good statistic but it should be 

highlighted shorter and louder and prouder and nice… big images right the way through” - Essex 

People Panel 

 

On the second page of ‘our environmental responsibility’, most participants felt confused about why 

the text references nine pledges, but the image does not. 

 “I thought the nine ambitious pledges were going to be in that circle and they're not. So, it was 

almost like you're throwing too much mission statement, values, etc. with this whereas those nine 

ambitious pledges would've been more relevant” – Deliberative workshop 1 



 

 
 

 “You’ve said contains nine ambitious pledges. You’ve referenced the nine, where are the nine? I 

didn’t see them in this document, I’d quite like to see them” – NWG Employee People Panel 

 “Why is that visual where it is when we’re referencing nine ambitious pledges [and] then not 

telling anybody what they are? … We either need to not tell them … or we need to somehow 

include that information if we’re saying it’s relevant” – NWG Employee People Panel 

 “It tells me that I've got nine ambitious pledges, I’d want to see what the nine pledges are… that 

image really for me would need changing to show what the nine pledges are” – Northumbrian 

People Panel 

Some visual elements, such as a small font size of the graphic, across the ‘environmental 

responsibility’ pages was highlighted, as well as wording of ‘only’ which implies NWG underplaying 

their role. 

 “I wear glasses. I found it really difficult to read the small print [on the graphic]” – Northumbrian 

People Panel 

 “We are only one of many organisations… I would remove the word only” – NWG Employee 

People Panel 

 

Working with others 

 

In the ‘working with others’ section, one NWG employee People Panellists questioned whether some 

information presented was factually correct.  



 

 
 

 “I don't agree that other things ‘often’ have a greater impact in Northumbrian Water in terms of 

discharges… they can, and, in some instances, it can be more significant… I don't think I know 

enough to say that it's factually incorrect… I would think Northumbrian Water is quite a big 

contributor to a water course in terms of a discharge” – NWG Employee People Panel 

Participants felt that some phrases, such as SUDs and manholes, could be confusing for some, therefore 

suggested a glossary of definitions or box with explanations to ensure accessibility. 

 “I know what a drain a manhole, a pumping station, probably an overflow and what treatment 

work is. The last one just says sustainable urban drainage” – Northumbrian People Panel 

 “Different words like SUDs, manholes, drains, I would have that little glossary as well. So, people 

are all what’s the suds are there so that they could just have a quick look at it not saying have it 

on this page, but maybe just a little section?” – Essex People Panel 

 

Long-term resilience 

 

Thinking about ‘long term resilience’, some words, such as ‘collaboratively’ and ‘resilience’, were 

difficult and considered inaccessible to some participants. 

 “I wonder whether anybody had done a reading age assessment on this… there’s some long, big 

words in the whole document. I don’t know what the target audiences for this but ‘reducing’ 

‘pollution’, ‘enhance’, ‘collaboratively’, ‘resilience’ ‘effectively’… you might be excluding quite a 

high proportion of readership on the use of the words” – Northumbrian People Panel 



 

 
 

Participants also felt that in some instances, information was missing in the customer summary 

dDWMP, and viewed the fact presented around toilet flushes was misleading. As such, they feared that 

this brought the accuracy of the document into question.  

 “We had one of those, what I call the old-fashioned toilets with the chain, and I think they used to 

use so much water whereas nowadays you have the short [flush projection] on a lot of toilets, and 

I wondered how that’s probably stacked up here cause actually we might be using less water in 

more flushes than we were in 1950” – Deliberative workshop 1 

 “It is a far more effective and efficient system these days than what we had in the past” – 

Deliberative workshop 1 

 “If your toilet is more economical now, that statistic doesn’t necessarily mean that more waste is 

going to treatment because that won’t take into account the fact that we’ve got surface water 

separation now that we probably wouldn’t have had in 1950” – NWG Employee People Panel 

 

What is a draft DWMP? 

 

 

The pages asking ‘what is a draft DWMP’ led participants to question why a 40-year plan is needed if 

the Government requirement is 25 years, as well as asking how often Northumbrian Water would 

revisit this dDWMP plan until 2045 to address changes.  

 “Are we presuming that every so many years they re-evaluate things? Because things change so 

quickly now… there's a lot can happen in that time [40 years]” - Deliberative workshop 1 



 

 
 

 “I guess our justification for doing 40 on the wastewater side is it drops us in line with water. But 

why do we do forty on water? … Is that also 25 from a regulatory perspective, but we've picked 

an arbitrary number that's bigger than 25?” – NWG Employee People Panel 

 “Well, the wording, we have chosen to look ahead for 40 years, if you use this word, then I 

believe, some kind of explanation must be given why you have chosen that” - Essex People Panel 

 

Participants felt the language could be more concise and committed, as some phrases were felt to 

cast an element of doubt. Further, one participant was unable to understand some of the language 

used, such as what was meant by the statement about fairness to communities. 

 “You're saying, ‘we recognise that this is a risk’ but you're not going as far as to say, ‘we are 

going to’, ‘we will do’… there's an element of doubt you've created purely by the words you've 

chosen to use” – NWG Employee People Panel 

 “I don't understand the bit about being fair to our communities” - Northumbrian People Panel 

 

Why is a draft DWMP useful? 

 

When considering ‘why a draft DWMP is useful’, most participants agreed that too much jargon was 

used within the customer summary dDWMP, and suggested language needed to be kept clearer. In 

particular, the words or phrases highlighted as problematic were: (1) Demonstrate leadership in 

catchment management, (2) Enhance natural capital, (3) Deliver net gain for biodiversity, (4) 

Compliance, and (5) Assets and operations. A full list of words and phrases deemed inaccessible has 

been provided in Appendix E. 



 

 
 

 “‘Leadership in catchment management to enhance natural capital and deliver net gain for 

biodiversity’… that's real AGM speak” - Essex People Panel 

 “I don't really understand what any of it means, to demonstrate leadership in catchment 

management, to enhance natural capital and deliver net gain for biodiversity…  I like to think I'm 

reasonably well-educated, but I didn't understand a word of that”- Deliberative workshop 1 

 “I'm not sure… what those terms are, I’d be hazarding a guess” - Northumbrian People Panel 

 “Net gain seems to be a bit wishy washy and difficult to understand” - Deliberative workshop 1 

 “I don't really understand what it means by ‘natural capital’ or ‘net gain for biodiversity’. So, I 

would be relatively confident that lots of our customers won't either” – NWG Employee People 

Panel 

 “’Catchment management’ and ‘natural capital’. I've heard of ‘net gain for biodiversity’. I'm not 

sure exactly on what those terms are, I would be hazarding a guess” - Northumbrian People Panel 

 “It was obviously an online document… I would like it to have a link so you could click into that 

and gain access to what ‘natural capital’ was and what ‘assets and operations’ were, because not 

everyone would really be aware of [that]” – Northumbrian People Panel 

 “Compliance, again, feels maybe a little bit not a term that would resonate with a lot of 

customers…” - Deliberative workshop 1 

 

How we developed our draft DWMP 

 



 

 
 

The page explaining ‘how we developed out draft DWMP’ was thought to use words where, rather, 

visualising the areas on maps would make the page more appealing.   

 “It’s basically our entire northern operating area, isn't it? I would have just put a map [instead of 

words]. And you could add on the area splits” – NWG Employee People Panel 

 

Storm overflows 

 

 



 

 
 

 

The section about ‘storm overflows’ was an area where numerous participants felt as though they 

understood the importance of storm overflows but did not fully understand what a storm overflow is 

and felt they would benefit from examples. 

 ”I certainly understand why they are important, but I'm not sure it specifically tells me what a 

storm overflow is… Are they on domestic properties? A couple of examples of storm overflows 

would have been helpful” – Deliberative workshop 1 

 “I didn't really understand what a storm overflow was, are these just examples of some storm 

overflows? Or do storm overflows find themselves in main streets as well? Or is it all connected 

around the domestic buildings? I thought maybe the drains in the street were storm overflows” – 

Deliberative workshop 1 

 “Where do they actually come from? Do they come from the treatment works or do they come 

from the sewers themselves? – Deliberative workshop 1 

 “If there was a storm and lots of water, what happens for it to be sent somewhere else? You 

know the practicalities of it, I didn't understand that” – Deliberative workshop 1 

 

Participants generally expressed an interest in having information presented in an educational 

manner to them. For example, what items cannot be flushed down the toilet and the consequences of 

this. They also stated a preference for data about how often this occurs.  

 “[It] says ‘increased use of plastics being put into the system and causing blockages’ what 

actually does that mean? I understand about the plastics… but where is it actually going to cause 

blockages?” – Deliberative workshop 1 



 

 
 

 “Just to give people an idea of what the negative is of releasing the mix into the environment. 

Because people might not realise what the effect that has on the environment” – Northumbrian 

People Panel 

 “Be more specific about the things that are incorrectly flushed… have images or drawings of the 

main things that are causing this… or even the names of them, because people might not be 

aware of what they are” - Essex People Panel 

 

Some participants found the actual image of the overflowing toilet to be distasteful, though recognised 

the emotive impact, therefore suggested having images presented as cartoons.  

 “The picture speaks louder than words. But I think I would maybe have that in a cartoon way. So, 

it's not quite so distasteful” - Essex People Panel 

 “Have [cartoon] pictures of them instead, which lead to some blockage” - Essex People Panel 

 

Participants also highlighted a feeling that this page had too many acronyms. 

 ‘You've got DWMP and then SODRP. What is that?’ – Deliberative workshop 1 

 “I don't think environment agency should be shortened to EA… there's a couple of acronyms in 

there that you could really remove the put the full titles in” - Northumbrian People Panel 

 “Too many acronyms on this page” - Essex People Panel 

 

As with other sections of the customer summary, participants in the NWG employee panel felt some 

of the wording used could be more appealing when referring to storm overflows. 

 “’How and when we can use SO’s’ implies that there is a conscious decision at a particular point in 

time by us as a business to operate that SO and that isn’t what happens” – NWG Employee 

People Panel 

 “I don't personally like the use of the term ‘heavily diluted mix” – NWG Employee People Panel 

 “Just saying it's a mixture of mostly rainwater… that's probably something that a company would 

want to put in there” – NWG Employee People Panel 

 

Importantly, it was at this point in the customer summary dDWMP that participants in all People Panel 

groups, who had been given pre-work task to read the customer summary dDWMP in advance of the 



 

 
 

session, stated that they felt they had not been given enough data or information to rank their 

preferences for the four options in the next section.  

 [Having more information] starts to contextualise it when you get to the options” – Northumbrian 

 “[If] this is only happening to one in every 100,000 homes, then spending an extra £130 a year is 

quite a lot. If it was happening to one in 100 people, then yeah, give an extra £100” – 

Northumbrian People Panel 

 “I'd like to see some data to just back on what's been said… Frequency of discharges may be in 

single digits, but if you say I don't know it's in the hundreds or the hundreds of 1,000s for 

example, then again that that resonates and impacts people a lot more I think that bigger 

number” – Northumbrian People Panel 

 “I can’t make the link between climate change and frequency discharges and that’s the one thing 

which stood out” – Northumbrian People Panel 

 “I'm surprised that we would include population growth because development shouldn't make 

the risk of flooding any worse. So, whatever the current risk is now… to build some more houses, 

that development shouldn't increase that risk” – NWG Employee People Panel  

 “I would have expected this to say something about infrastructure here… we’ve got housing 

developments, for example, more people moving in, more people contributing to that catchment 

area in terms of sewage… is the infrastructure capable of handling it?  So maybe population 

growth needs to be related to the infrastructure that needs to be changed… give us an example of 

how population growth has led to increase your storm overflows” – NWG Employee People Panel 

 

Some participants highlighted that, rather than benefits of the options, they felt that the increase of 

costs and financial investment required for the options were focal points. 

 “What stands out is significant financial investment” – Essex People Panel 

 “It isn’t the right time when we have so many other things going on with electricity supply 

companies, they increase their prices and to hear of such investment, at this sensitive time, I’m 

not sure is the best” - Essex People Panel 



 

 
 

Appendix E: Inaccessible words and phrases 
 

Assets (‘assets and operations’) 

Biodiversity (‘Deliver net gain for biodiversity’) 

Catchment management (‘demonstrate leadership in catchment management) 

Collaboratively (‘working collaboratively’) 

Compliance 

Demonstrate 

Effectively 

Enhance 

Eradicate (‘eradicate sewer flooding’) 

Forum  

Innovative (‘most innovative solutions’) 

Investment (‘level of investment’) 

Natural capital (‘enhance natural capital’) 

Net gain (‘deliver net gain for biodiversity’) 

Operations (‘assets and operations’) 

Pollution 

Reducing 

Resilience  

Sustainable Urban Drainage (SUD’s)  

 

 

  






