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Executive Summary 
This report gives the findings of research undertaken by Risk Solutions and Marquis and 
Lord for the Drinking Water Inspectorate (DWI).  The overall aim of the research was to 
identify the current practice and policy of English and Welsh water companies when 
giving advice to customers about discolouration, taste/odour and chemical contamination 
events.  We were also asked to identify best practice and conclude whether there is a 
need for generic guidance. 
All water companies in England and Wales agreed to participate in the research. 
As part of this work we: 
• Collected information and materials from the water companies. This was primarily 

information about standard telephone enquiries and complaints.  However it also 
included website information, leaflets, direct letters to customers and any special 
guidance. 

• Examined how companies advise customers both for individual complaints and when 
incidents have been identified. 

• Carried out a critical review of the information and materials produced and advice 
given.  This considered accuracy, appropriateness, timeliness, ease of 
understanding and clarity of the material’s key messages. 

• Examined processes for communicating with customers about different levels of 
event. 

This report describes the current practices that our research found in the industry and 
highlights good practice.  Further we have identified areas where we believe generic 
guidance for the water industry would be useful. 

Key findings about processes 
We find that the detailed implementation of communication processes varies between 
companies.  However, they follow a reasonably consistent life-cycle, with distinct 
activities in four key areas: 
• Pre-event preparation 
• Event detection and escalation 
• Communication management 
• Review and testing. 

Water companies generally appear strong at receiving, understanding and classifying 
incoming customer complaints; they are systematic at ensuring appropriate people 
diagnose problems and advise customers; and many companies have built strong 
positive relationships with influential external groups such as Local Authorities (LAs) and 
Consultants in Communicable Disease Control (CCDCs).   
However, we did find the following areas of weakness, or variability across the industry: 
• Methods used to identify customers with particular secure water or communication 

needs vary; while most companies include notices with water bills, there are a 
number of good practice examples of additional engagement that could be 
implemented more widely 

• Processes and criteria for escalating consumer contacts about discolouration, taste 
and odour events vary widely across the industry 

• Processes for ensuring and testing the clarity of advice and communication materials 
tend to be informal and confined to in-house personnel 
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• Companies rarely test their material with customers for clarity or to ensure that the 
right messages are being received. 

Key findings about communication materials 
We find that water companies generally produce material that is clear and readable. 
Furthermore, technical issues appear to be handled well in the majority of cases and 
advice is generally accurate and correct.  Where appropriate, documents are usually 
personalised for the reader and situation; they often acknowledge the customer’s 
concerns and the company's role in resolving them.  However: 
• Most material is slightly less easy to read than recommended levels based on 

readability indices 
• There is considerable variation in overall readability both within companies and 

between companies 
• Poorer scores and larger variations in readability are observed for documents that 

are customised or produced by a range of authors; this suggests that differences in 
style and skill level contribute to the loss of clarity. 

Another key observation from our work is that industry-wide documents are helpful.  They 
are usually produced in collaboration or with contributions from a wide range of 
companies, are subject to peer review and are based on Plain English guidelines.  This 
means they are a highly effective way to: 
• Improve overall standards by example 
• Provide the industry with documents that they can refer to and distribute 
• Provide source material for use in companies’ own documents. 

One specific area raised by a small number of companies was the need for central 
guidance relating to lead.  This includes the planned reduction of exposure standards and 
the need for a long-term national policy on sustainable solutions to localised problems of 
lead pipes. 

The need for guidance 
Water companies themselves did not feel that there was a strong need for guidance; they 
also saw little benefit in more prescriptive requirements.   
We agree that much of the communication by water companies is very good.  However, 
there is a need to ensure that the same high level of quality and consistency is achieved 
across all companies and communication channels.   
Furthermore, while there are only a few ‘inset licence’ companies at present, their number 
is expected to increase and the nature and experience of their staff may initially be more 
variable than within existing water companies.  Clear communication between these 
companies and existing water suppliers is important, and Inset companies are likely to 
benefit significantly from shared good practice. 
Our analysis suggests that there is a range of general examples of good practice 
approaches for each stage of the communications cycle.  We believe that sharing these 
ideas, and ensuring that companies have access to more formal guidance will help to 
achieve the desired increase in quality and consistency.  We recommend that the 
following areas require the most attention:  
• Sharing good practice to improve the ways in which companies identify customers 

with particular secure water or communication needs. 
• Selecting criteria for escalating discolouration, taste and odour events internally and 

externally.  We do NOT recommend that these should take the form of prescriptive 
numeric trigger points.  Instead, we suggest that guidance on how to determine 
practical indicative trigger points may be useful. 
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• Methods for incorporating Plain English principles into material preparation and 
paying attention to the good practice principles introduced in Section 6. 

• Testing communication materials for clarity before issue, and confirming that key 
messages have been transmitted after receipt, including: 

 Increased use of peer-review of materials prior to issue 
 Increased development of pre-prepared, quality assured and tested source 

materials that can then be adapted for specific communication needs 
 Advice on how best to balance pre-prepared material with bespoke adaptation 
 Checking bespoke communications prior to issue.  

DWI may wish to provide generic guidance about these issues.  However, we believe that 
much of this detailed information could form a compendium of good practice examples 
already implemented by water companies.  Such a guide could be accessed, adopted 
and adapted by other water companies for their own application. 
Two areas for specific consideration by DWI are: 
• How to encourage appropriate communications between inset license holders and 

water companies to ensure this happens 
• The requirement for guidance on lead issues (in the light of the new standards), and 

the need to identify an appropriate strategy for dealing with localised problems with 
lead pipes. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

1.1 This report gives the findings of research undertaken by Risk Solutions and Marquis and Lord 
for the Drinking Water Inspectorate (DWI).  The overall aim of the research was to identify the 
current practice and policy of English and Welsh water companies in terms of advice given to 
customers about discolouration, taste/odour and chemical contamination events, identify best 
practice and conclude on whether there is a need for generic guidance. 

1.2 All water companies in England and Wales agreed to participate in the research. 
1.3 Our scope embraced both the generic information available to customers from water 

companies about water quality issues, as well as communications arising from specific 
complaints and events.  We evaluated both the communication materials themselves and the 
processes that water companies used to initiate, prepare and deliver these messages.  In 
particular, we looked at the procedures and criteria that water companies use to classify, 
prioritise and escalate complaints and events so that the provision of advice matches 
perceived seriousness and that the DWI are notified when appropriate. 

1.4 We established a research framework and thematic questions to structure our research 
programme and collate the findings of meetings that we undertook with water companies.  At 
the meetings we discussed the policy, practises and processes implemented by the water 
companies to communicate with customers and gathered examples of relevant communication 
materials.  After meetings, we assessed a selection of the materials we gathered for clarity 
from a ‘Plain English’ perspective.  Our associates in the research, Marquis and Lord, 
performed standard readability tests on the materials and critically reviewed the technical 
accuracy and appropriateness of the information relating to customer safety by comparison 
with the Water Supply (Water Quality) Regulations. 

1.5 The report is structured as follows: 
• Section 2 describes the methodology we used 
• Section 3 describes the nature of the water companies we met 
• Section 4 describes current practice with respect to communication processes 
• Section 5 presents the analysis of communication materials that we carried out 
• Section 6 presents a summary of good practice ideas and approaches, and provides 

some examples of actual material which scored more highly in the analysis 
• Section 7 summarises the recommendations. 

Acknowledgements 

1.6 We would like to thank the people and organisations listed in Appendix 1 for their participation 
in our research.   

1.7 Since our work was not an audit, but about identifying good practice, and participation was 
optional, we were particularly appreciative of the support that the water companies gave us.  
Without the patient involvement and considered explanations that their staff provided this 
research would not have been possible.   
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2 METHODOLOGY 

2.1 We used a systematic approach to gathering examples of communication materials, 
characterising communication processes and then analysing this information.  Figure 1 
summarises the methodology. 
 

Figure 1: Methodology 

 

Overview 

2.2 The steps in our methodology were: 
1. Establish a research framework to structure the research programme (see Appendix 2). 
2. Establish thematic questions based on the research framework (see Appendix 2). 
3. Review water company websites for contextual background and for any information about 

discolouration, taste, odour and contamination prior to the meeting with the companies. 
4. Visit the water companies1 and use the thematic questions to discuss their policy, 

practises and processes for communicating with customers and gather examples of 
relevant communication materials.  In particular, we endeavoured to identify and obtain 
copies of the ranking and prioritisation schemes used for initiating communication with 
customers, escalating events internally and notifying external bodies such as DWI.  We 
also asked Water Companies for their views on aspects of communication requiring 
guidance. 

                                                      
1 We met 24 companies; one company was interviewed by teleconference. 
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In general, we sought to understand the companies’ methods and seek out those that 
were good practice.  We did not conduct the meetings as audits and did not actively se
evidence or confirmation of the existence of procedures or their im
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plementation.  Having 
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said that, we believe the information we obtained, and that is presented in this report, 
reflects an accurate picture of what is currently taking place. 

5. Collate and document the findings of the meetings in the research framework.  Examp
of communication materials relating to discolouration, taste, odour and contamination
we collected included both generic information passively available to customers from 
water companies, such
communications arisin
classified as follows:  

ts and events.  Specific ma

• Briefing note 
• Calling ca
• Certificat
• E-mail 
• Form 
• Leaflets 
• Letter 
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• Phone line message 
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• Phone line script 
• Q&A scripts 
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• Report extracts 
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customer  
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• Training materials 
• TV/radio interview 
• Visit script 
• Website info

6. Critically assess the communication materials for ease of understanding, clarity, tec
accuracy and ap

hnical 
propriateness.  This included: 

 for 

 the 
anies.  We used the event history and local factors affecting individual water 

rs that might align with the differences we 

 Areas of good practice evident in materials 
 Where the companies might benefit from guidance. 

 Applying standard readability tests to samples of materials produced by each 
company. 

 Reviewing samples of the materials against the Crystal Mark Scheme criteria
Plain English. 

7. Critically assess the processes applied against a good practice communications 
benchmark (see Appendix 2). 

8. Carry out thematic analysis of the complete set of research information in the framework 
to identify key findings about the communication materials and processes used by
water comp
companies to look for influencing facto
observed. 

9. Draw conclusions covering: 
 Areas of good practice evident in processes 
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3 WATER COMPANIES INTERVIEWED 

3.1 We contacted all the water companies in England and Wales, covering the 12 that provide 
both water and sewage services and also the 15 who only supply water.  

3.2 While all agreed to participate in the research, we only completed interviews with 25 
companies; one small company was omitted since it has an arrangement with another larger 
company to receive customer complaints and communicate about water quality if needed on 
its behalf.  We were unable to arrange a mutually convenient date with another.  

3.3 All 25 companies interviewed were visited with the exception of one that was interviewed by 
teleconference.  UK Water maps of the ‘water & sewerage’ and ‘water supply only’ companies 
are shown in Figure 2 and Figure 3. 

 
Figure 2: Companies that suply both water and sewage services 
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Figure 3: Companies2 that only suply water 

3.4 Not all companies were supplying water when we interviewed them: two of the ‘water supply 
only’ companies were inset licence holders and were preparing to start supplying water to 
customers. 

3.5 Based on the information we obtained during the interview process we have classified the 
companies using two quantitative descriptors: 
• Number of customers 
• Volume of complaints per 1000 customers. 

                                                      
2  Since this map was produced Mid Kent Water has merged with South East Water 
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3.6 The definition of these criteria are shown below: 
 

Number of Customers 

Range Description 

Fewer than 110,000 Very small 

110,000 to 300,000 Small 

300,000 to 1 million Medium 

1 million to 3 million Large 

More than 3 million Very large 

 

Average volume of discolouration, taste, odour and contaminations complaints over 
5 years 

Range Description 

Fewer than 0.1 complaints per 1000 customers None/No data 

Fewer than 7.5 complaints per 1000 customers Low 

Fewer than 15 complaints per 1000 customers Moderate 

More than 15 complaints per 1000 customers High 

 

None/No data
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Figure 4 : Water company breakdown 
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4 COMMUNICATION PROCESSES 

 

Key findings 
• While the detailed implementation of communication processes varies between 

companies, they follow a reasonably consistent life-cycle, with distinct activities in four 
key areas: 

 Pre-event preparation 
 Event detection and escalation 
 Communication management 
 Review and testing. 

• Water companies generally appear strong at receiving, understanding and classifying 
incoming customer complaints; they are also systematic at ensuring appropriate people 
diagnose problems and advise customers.  

• Decisions on whether to escalate discolouration, taste and odour events and report them 
to DWI are taken on a case by case basis.  Around 60% of companies however use 
indicative trigger point values based on the number of customer contacts to inform the 
decision.  The trigger points used vary widely depending on a range of local factors. All 
companies notify contamination events occurring at a single property. 

• Processes for determining how to communicate with customers about different levels of 
event3 generally addressed prioritisation of protection of customer health and 
management of customer concerns adequately.  However, schemes did not always 
appreciate the need to manage the public’s need to know that events involving risk to 
public health are being handled well.  Some prioritisation procedures are no more than 
lists of activities and responses.  The best schemes clearly set out roles, responsibilities 
and actions.   

• Instructions on communicating about risk were in general directed primarily at statutory 
stakeholders (as required by regulation).  Very few attached equal importance to 
addressing the matter directly with customers at any level. 

• While water companies themselves did not feel that there was a strong need for 
guidance, we found many examples of good practice approaches at each point of the 
communications cycle which could be shared across the industry.  Our analysis suggests 
that companies could benefit from sharing these ideas and having more formal guidance 
available in the following areas:  

 Identifying customers with particular secure water or communication needs 
 Prioritising communications and communicating risk to customers 
 Incorporating Plain English principles into material  preparation  
 Testing communication materials for clarity before issue, and confirming that key 

messages have been transmitted after receipt. 
• Further, while there are only a few ‘inset licence’ companies at present, their number is 

expected to increase and the nature and experience of their staff may initially be more 
variable than within existing water companies.  Clear communication between these 
companies and existing water suppliers is important, and Inset companies are likely to 
benefit significantly from shared good practice.  There is a need for DWI to consider how 
to encourage appropriate communications between inset license holders and water 
companies to ensure this happens.   

                                                      
3  Where these were could be obtained 
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Communication audience 

4.1 Water companies have to communicate with two principal audiences about water quality 
issues; agencies and customers. 

Agency communication 
4.2 The first group (which for the purpose of classification we have called Agencies) are those 

bodies who have either a statutory or water quality management interest in particular water 
quality issues.  There are specific and well-defined circumstances under which water 
companies need to communicate with or involve these agencies. 

Customer communication  
4.3 The second group (which we have classified as customer groups) consist of both commercial 

and residential water customers.  Water companies need to communicate with this group to 
provide customer advice, appropriate safety notices and instructions, and education and 
reassurance about water quality issues. 

The communication life-cycle 

4.4 On the basis of our discussions and interviews with the water companies we have identified 10 
key stages involved in communicating with customers and other agencies about water quality. 
 

4. Internal alerting 
to planned event

6. Internal alerting 
to unplanned event

1. Established 
communication 

channels

3. Advanced 
preparation of 

materials

8. Selecting, 
preparing and 
sending the 

message

5. Recognising & 
receiving the problem

7. Classifying & 
escalating events

2. Prior allocation 
of roles

9. Debriefing

10. Training & 
testing

Water
quality
event

Communication
facility Consumer 

communication

Agency 
communication

Figure 5: Water quality communication life-cycle 
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4.5 These stages fall into four broader categories: 
• Pre-event preparation: the first four stages are associated with establishing protocols and 

preparing the organisation to deal with events. 
• Event detection and escalation: stages 5 to 7 deal with how events are detected, 

managed and escalated. 
• Communication management: stage 8 deals with how communication messages are 

developed and adapted to be appropriate for the current circumstances. 
• Review and testing: the final two stages are associated with reviewing performance, 

testing approaches and ensuring staff are adequately trained to deal with future events. 

1.  Establish communication channels 
4.6 Most water companies have well developed organisational and infrastructure arrangements to 

support the delivery and receipt of messages about water quality during events: 
4.7 Contact details: The emergency plans of most companies contain contact details for: 

• Key internal personnel 
• Key external agencies personnel (such as EHOs, CCDCs and DWI inspectors)  
• Local media.   

4.8 ‘Restriction of use’ plans: Almost all companies have pre-prepared plans for how they will 
deliver restriction and all clear notices; this usually includes ‘walker packs’4.   

4.9 Liaison meetings: Almost all water companies hold liaison meetings with EHOs and CCDCs 
within their area at least annually to test local civil contingency arrangements.  These provide 
opportunities to establish working relationships, determine if contact details of EHOs and 
CCDCs are up to date and develop awareness of water quality issues, although this is not the 
formal purpose of these meetings. 
A few water companies told us that public support from EHOs and CCDCs during large events 
has enhanced customer confidence in the accuracy of water company communications about 
water quality. 

4.10 Website messages: Many water companies have configured their websites so they can carry 
messages about emerging events.   

4.11 Customer registers: All companies are required to maintain registers of three different types 
of user: 
• Key customers: These customers are typically high volume users such as food 

companies, or other key facilities such as hospitals and schools.  A number of companies 
visit their key customers regularly to confirm and test arrangements for managing water 
quality problems. 

• Sensitive customers:  These customers are usually individuals who are particularly 
sensitive to issues of water quality, such as people on dialysis.  Companies use these 
lists to specifically contact them during an event. 

• Special communication-needs customers:  These customers have particular 
communication needs which may not normally be met by general communication 
methods.  Details of these customers are usually maintained in customer service 
systems. 

4.12 While there are mandated requirements for companies to collate and report information about 
these three types of customer, there is no requirement for these customers to provide the 
information.  Companies adopt a number of approaches to identify these customers.  While 

                                                      
4  ‘Walker packs’ provide those who are delivering notices with all the information they need to ensure that all 

addresses are covered.  For example they often include maps, address lists to be checked off, and sometimes 
GPS equipment and location references for potentially hard to find properties. 
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most companies include an annual request with the water bill to encourage customers to 
register specific communication needs (such as the need for Braille communications), a few 
make additional attempts to encourage registration; for example by working with the NHS who 
can then give information to patients with a particular need for secure water supplies, or by 
sending out specific communications on this issue. 

4.13 Automated messages:  Most companies have configured their call centres so that messages 
about events can be played to incoming callers. 

2.  Prior allocation of roles 
4.14 Almost all companies have written allocation of responsibilities for communicating with 

customers.  This is normally split between operational procedures and emergency plans.  
These emergency plans are normally the Water Companies’ response to Defra’s water supply 
requirements and, as such, are tested and audited annually.  All companies have water quality 
staff and duty managers designated to deliver and coordinate communications during events. 

3.  Advanced preparation of materials 

Usage of pre-prepared material 
4.15 Most companies have pre-prepared material about water quality in the following areas: 

• Website information 
• Information leaflets 
• Standard restriction notices 
• Guidance scripts for call centre staff.   

4.16 The use of other pre-prepared material for letters is quite limited, with only about a quarter of 
water companies using standardised letters or paragraphs.  However, individual staff may well 
reuse previous examples of their own correspondence, although this may perpetuate 
particular communication weaknesses.  

4.17 There are existing knowledge sharing and networking meetings within the water industry that 
tend to operate regionally, and water companies (especially the smaller ones) do look at each 
other’s web sites to get ideas.  Perhaps the most useful example of this is Water UK’s leaflet 
on “Looking after water in your home”5.  This was developed through collaboration at a 
national level between water companies, and (based on our assessment reported later in 
Section 4) is an excellent example of good practice in communicating about water quality 
issues.  A large number of companies actively distribute, link to or draw upon this document in 
their own communication.  

Development of pre-prepared material 
4.18 The approaches used for developing, preparing and reviewing materials vary widely across 

companies and are not highly formalised.  
4.19 A few companies involve customer-facing staff in the preparation of such material to help pitch 

the tone and content correctly.  However peer review is the most common approach used for 
checking the suitability of pre-prepared materials, and this may often be done by managers 
rather than customer-facing staff. 

                                                      
5  http://www.water.org.uk/home/resources-and-links/waterfacts/looking-after-water  

http://www.water.org.uk/home/resources-and-links/waterfacts/looking-after-water
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4.20 Examples of some specific approaches used by companies include: 
• Three quarters of water company websites have in house leaflets or reports about 

aspects of water quality 
• Standard scripts: 

 A few companies have standard scripts to use when recorded messages are placed 
on call centre switchboards for incoming calls. 

 One company prepared laminated cards for field technicians to use or show when 
discussing issues with customers in order to standardise and control the messages 
given. 

 A few companies develop guidance scripts for call centres in conjunction with call 
centre staff. 

 One company involves technicians in developing on-site scripts. Another involves 
customer facing staff to develop standard letters. 

• Language and clarity: 
 A few companies have personnel with awareness or responsibility for Plain English 

issues in their review functions. 
 One company has established a ‘benchmark’ audience; it targets its corporate 

communications at the educated 14 year old. 
 In one company the technical content of leaflets is prepared by the Water Quality 

Manager.  The MD and PR department review the content and the "printing" 
department checks it for clarity and Plain English.  Finally the leaflet is tested with a 
customer focus group. 

 In particular, Welsh language materials are usually prepared by first writing it in 
English and then translating.  It is not clear how other ethic and minority language 
materials are produced. 

• Testing: 
 Some companies use customer functions, corporate communications teams or non-

technical members of staff to review the suitability of pre-prepared materials. 
 Only two companies told us that they use customer focus groups to test their 

communication materials. 

4.  Internal alerting to planned events 
4.21 Water companies use two basic approaches to ensure that call centres have sufficient 

information to be able to advise customer contacts in the event of problems and so that 
operational or quality functions can initiate advance notification of customers: 
1. Circulating details of all planned activities.  This approach is often used in small 

companies.  
2. Only circulating details of planned activities that have the potential to affect water quality, 

based on their risk assessment and approval process.  Many companies distribute this 
information by means of bulletin boards on in-house IT systems. 

4.22 The process is usually informal in smaller companies where there are short lines of 
communication between operations and the water quality team. 

4.23 In some companies, full information about all planned activities is placed in Geographical 
Information System (GIS) polygons6 rather than on bulletin boards.  These systems allow 

                                                      
6  GIS polygons are the electronic representations of geographic features and areas within computer based 

mapping systems that allow information to be stored, retrieved and displayed spatially.  In effect they allow data 
to be sorted into different geographical locations. 
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users to check to see planned activity in a specific area, rather than having to review a 
complete list 

5.  Recognising problems 
4.24 Most water companies have call centres, which are the most likely contact point for customer 

complaints or questions about water quality issues.  Most call centres are in-house, although 
some call centres only operate during extended office hours with 'out of hours' calls being 
forwarded to control centres.   

4.25 The manner in which call centres manage customer calls about water quality varies 
considerably between companies.   
• Call centre role: Some call centres are set up to try to provide as much advice as 

possible to resolve the issue immediately, while others merely record and classify calls so 
that a water quality team can contact customers at a later stage.  One company operates 
a ‘let the customer talk’ policy recording customers’ exact words rather than classifying 
the call. 

• Initial advice provided: Approaches for controlling initial advice given to customers 
range from general guidance documents through to software driven case-based 
reasoning (CBR) flows sheets with scripts to be delivered at given points.  

• Cluster identification: Various approaches are used to recognise clusters amongst 
incoming calls and escalate the response.  Some are based on visual inspection of data, 
while others are automatic and computerised.   

4.26 Smaller companies may use operational staff or laboratory staff to receive customer contacts; 
initial advice to customers is then based on experience rather than guidance or scripts. 

4.27 All companies have designated personnel to quickly respond to written or e-mail complaints 
from customers7.  In some companies these personnel are more senior than for those who 
initially write to customers in response to telephone contacts. 

6.  Internal alerting to unplanned events 
4.28 Operation centres monitor alarms and telemetry so that call centres and water quality 

managers can be alerted; however customers will often ring in first. 
4.29 There is some variation in the level of proactive response by operation centres, with some 

advising call centre and quality managers in person, and others simply placing notices on 
bulletin boards. 

4.30 Inset companies will have little monitoring capability and anticipate that they will rely on 
customer complaints rather than on alerts from bulk suppliers. 

7.  Classifying and escalating events 
4.31 Generally, all companies take account of the numbers of customer contacts in deciding 

whether to escalate internally and notify externally. 

External escalation 
4.32 Most companies have ‘liaison’ values8 above which they will notify EHOs and CCDCs about 

emerging events.  Liaison values are not universal across the country and are generally set at 
levels below which DWI would need to be informed, although EHO/CCDC notification is often 
simultaneous with DWI notification.  Water companies appreciate being able to talk to EHOs 

                                                      
7  Written complaints are specifically regulated and water companies have to make regular submissions to DWI 

about how quickly these have been dealt with.   
8  Liaison values are an agreed set of threshold values for water quality parameters and contaminants 
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and CCDCs in order to get an objective view point of how bad things are without having to 
notify DWI. 

4.33 All companies notify contamination events occurring at a single property. 
4.34 All companies make case by case judgements about when to notify DWI about other emerging 

events, based on interpreting the existing DWI guidance.  However, companies fall into two 
broad categories for how they do this: 
• 60% of companies have established internally defined trigger points which they use to 

assist that judgement process. 
• The remaining 40% use a less prescriptive approach, and rely on the expertise and 

technical judgement of their management staff.   
4.35 Even when trigger points are defined most companies still consider other factors before 

making a final decision.  Specific issues which are usually considered include: 
• Contact ‘noise’ level: The regular ‘background level’ of customer contacts that occurs 

when no event is present often influences the choice of trigger point.  Companies used to 
higher levels of customer contact tend to notify DWI only after higher volumes of contacts 
have occurred.  Defined trigger points for both discolouration contacts and taste/odour 
contacts vary considerably by a factor of five or more between companies. 

• DMA size and configuration: The current size and configuration of the District Metering 
Area (DMA) from which a contact is made is usually a factor.  Higher volumes of contacts 
are usually tolerated from a dense, large urban DMA (with many thousands of customers) 
than for a rural DMA which can contain as low as ten customers. 

• The nature of the contact.  Taste and odour contact trigger points are generally set at a 
lower level than for discolouration.  This may reflect both a lower frequency of contacts of 
this type (i.e. the background contact level is low), and that taste and odour issues are 
treated more cautiously (often being a precursor for a contamination such as oil), and 
many discoloration contacts know why their water is affected and that it is most likely to 
be harmless.  

4.36 We found it less common to find stated criteria and trigger points for initiating communication 
with customers during events than for escalating to internal management or notifying external 
agencies.  Companies prefer to adopt a more prescriptive and cautionary approach with call-
centre staff and allow more ‘skilled’ technical staff to make decisions.   

4.37 We have reviewed how the processes used for escalating and prioritising communication in 
terms of how well these appear to address health protection and customer concerns below. 

Internal escalation 
4.38 Trigger points for escalating internally and initiating responses by duty managers and water 

quality staff are lower than those for notifying DWI.  Even companies that notify the DWI based 
on subjective assessment, tend to have numerical values for initiating internal escalation. 

4.39 Some companies have trigger points defined for when they will place messages on incoming 
calls to call centres, which are principally driven by call centre capacity. 

8.  Selecting, preparing and sending messages 
4.40 Water companies use a range of routes to select and send messages to customers in different 

contexts as problems emerge and are dealt with.   

Standing information 
4.41 All companies use their website to deliver varying types of standing information, such as 

quality data, FAQs and leaflets about specific water quality topics.  Corporate communication 
functions tend to manage and control the content of materials and messages that are placed 
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on company websites.  A few companies use their road show vehicles in publicity campaigns 
to distribute leaflets and meet customers. 

4.42 Water companies also deliver Water UK’s "Looking after water in your home" leaflet to 
customers via a number of mechanisms:  
• Providing it as a download from the company website; half of companies have this facility 
• Including it in letters to customers 
• Sending it out to customer contacts by call centres 
• Getting sampling technicians to issue it to customers when they visit  
• Including it in home information packs. 

Warning of planned events 
4.43 Most companies use standard letters and cards to advise customers about planned events 

and interruptions that may affect quality.  These are normally issued by post in sufficient time 
to achieve the statutory requirement of 48 hours notice.  Some companies arrange for LA 
offices and doctors surgeries to make water company leaflets available to visitors. 

4.44 Some companies can deliver quality data and planned work summaries by post code 
searches on their websites. 

Dealing with individual customer contacts 
4.45 Call centres are used by most water companies to give initial information to customers 

contacting the company with queries about water quality.  The messages that are given are 
selected by call centre staff from in-house guidance and scripts designed to advise on the 
routine issues and identify the more serious issues for attention by quality staff.  Most 
companies have access to real time translation facilities when speaking to customers, but 
generally do not believe they are used much. 

4.46 Companies without call centres, or out of normal hours, will normally use operational staff in 
control rooms to fulfil a similar role.  In these circumstances the advice is based mainly on 
operational knowledge and experience.   

4.47 Water quality staff in all water companies normally ring customers back to give more specific 
advice if the initial response by the call centre did not close out the enquiry.  At this stage the 
information given is usually selected based on knowledge and experience, although a few 
companies do have internal guidance documents.   

4.48 Water quality staff or call centres often send out technicians to take samples and investigate 
problems that are not readily resolved by the initial phone call.  A number of approaches are 
used to ensure the technicians give appropriate messages when in contact with customers.  
Some companies have guidance scripts for technicians to follow, while others give briefings to 
technicians and field staff for larger events.  However, the majority of companies rely on the 
experience and knowledge of the technicians to select the message.   

4.49 Managers in some companies will visit customers and have face to face discussions to resolve 
difficult problems.  Once the investigation of an individual customer’s problem has been 
concluded, in most companies, the water quality manager or his team will write to the 
customer based largely on their personal expertise, although some may draw upon resources 
such as standard letters and leaflets to frame the message (see next section below).  
Managers in some companies include copies of the relevant leaflets with their letters. 

4.50 A few companies use a water quality services section within their call centre to write to 
customers about ‘standard’ outcomes to investigations using template letters. 

Dealing with emerging events 
4.51 Responses to events tend to follow a typical pattern as described in Appendix 3.  Key features 

are described here. 
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4.52 When clusters of customer contacts indicate an emerging event, the duty water quality or 
operational response managers in most companies will place alert messages or bulletins with 
outline details and expected time frames on company IT systems.  In particular, these alerts 
messages are used by call centre staff to advise subsequent callers. 

4.53 In addition, many water companies will place recorded messages on their call centre 
switchboard to inform incoming callers based on what is happening and reduce the burden on 
the call centre staff.  All companies who do this ensure that messages make clear both the 
location and nature of the known event, and inform callers to stay on the line, or press another 
key if they still wish to speak to someone. 

4.54 Few companies have formal procedures for deciding when to place messages on call centre 
switchboards or on defining content requirements.  Instead they tend to use phone messages 
when call centre capacity starts to limit activities.  This will normally only be done once 
sufficient calls have been received to reveal the extent of the event, and many call centre 
systems are configured to count particular contact types automatically.  However, one water 
company specifically chooses not to use messages like this as it feels that it may lead to 
under-reporting and thus conflict with DWI requirements to forward details on the first 50 
contacts associated with an incident. 

4.55 Some companies place corresponding information and alerts on their website, although 
opinion was divided about the effectiveness of this method since it is largely dependant on 
how easy it is to direct customers to the relevant alert. 

4.56 When action is necessary to restrict how customers use water during an event, all water 
companies have a standard suite of notices and duty managers will chose the most relevant 
one to issue in order to protect the public.  Most companies plan to deliver small qualities of 
notices (typically up to 5000 notices) by hand, door to door, using company volunteers 
because this is the fastest way to deliver the message once the decision has been taken.   

4.57 Companies tend to ring up or visit sensitive users individually when restriction notices are 
issued.  Some companies contact local doctors to ensure that messages get to all vulnerable 
customers during events.  One company knocks on doors of sensitive users 30 minutes before 
water is turned off. 

4.58 All companies plan to use the post office or contract carriers to issue restriction notices in the 
case of larger events, although the next day is usually the earliest at which the notices can be 
delivered.  Because of this time delay, some companies use a mixture of local media 
announcements, websites, loud hailer vans9 and company road show vehicles to deliver the 
message in the interim.  Views are split about the effectiveness of load hailer vans.  One 
company in recent years delivered 35,000 restriction notices using in-house volunteers, but 
would not plan to do this again, principally because they no longer have the volume of staff to 
undertake such an exercise. 

4.59 Companies normally use internal or external PR functions to support delivery of messages 
through the media, and may have pre-agreed arrangements with the local media (e.g. 24-hour 
contact numbers). 

Written complaints 
4.60 All companies have designated personnel to quickly respond to written or e-mail complaints 

from customers. 

                                                      
9  Views were split on how useful loud hailer vans were and many companies no longer have access to them.  

While they do provide a rapid method of disseminating information, they can cause problems because people 
mishear the message.  Higher standards of double glazing and sound proofing on modern homes reduces 
message clarity, and vans often go out of range before the full message can be heard. 
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Preparation and quality control of communications material 
4.61 Our research found four different approaches being used to prepare letters being sent out to 

customers in response to contacts and written complaints.  They are adopted in roughly equal 
proportions: 
1. Sending a standard letter, with small changes to key details, such as date, time and 

name 
2. Preparing a specific letter, but incorporating relevant paragraphs from standard letters or 

company leaflets 
3. Updating or reusing previous recent examples of letters about the same subject 
4. Preparing some or all letters from scratch. 

4.62 Spot checks or peer review are the most common methods used to manage the quality of 
materials, but the formality and extent of deployment varies widely.  In a few companies, 
managers do independent checks of all letters prepared by their teams before they are sent 
out.  Some companies were aware of Plain English issues, but it did not appear to be an 
active priority within water companies to develop and maintain skills, and few companies test 
materials on actual customers. 

9.  Debriefing 
4.63 Most companies conduct ‘lessons learnt’ exercises for events that have been notified to DWI, 

although this process tends to be informal in smaller companies. 
4.64 Some companies also review ‘internal’ events or those picked by management for spot 

checks. 
4.65 These review exercises do include looking at the effectiveness of communications if it is 

relevant, and also check for closure of any outstanding actions. 
4.66 There was evidence that reviews produced changes, with one company telling us that it has 

brought its labs back in-house, and split a compliance function into scientific support and 
business continuity, as a result of debriefing events. 

10.  Training and testing 
4.67 All companies engage in training staff and testing their arrangements to communicate with 

customer to varying extents. 

Training activities   
4.68 Almost all companies undertake initial training of call centre staff.   
4.69 Other training occurs, but there is little consistency of approach across companies: 

• Some companies give technicians training on how to respond to customers and to keep 
them up to date with emerging knowledge.   

• A few companies give on the job training and mentoring to less experienced water quality 
staff during smaller events.   

• Staff in some functions in some companies have received Plain English training.   
• A few companies send water quality staff on letter writing courses.   
• Some companies give media training to water quality staff and senior managers. 
• A small number of companies provide conflict management or ‘ambassador’ training for 

water quality staff dealing with customers. 
• One company provides quality information training days to LA and PCT staff who are not 

normally involved in liaison activities. 
• Many companies use their annual liaison meetings with EHOs and CCDCs to deliver 

some training on water quality issues. 
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4.70 Given the reliance on the experience and knowledge of the technicians to select and tailor 
appropriate messages, training and succession management is particularly important. 

Testing activities 
4.71 Almost all companies undertake testing of emergency plans at least annually, including 

communications with external agencies.  In addition all companies are subject to an annual 
audit of their emergency plans, which is reported to Defra. Most companies routinely check 
that contact details in emergency plans are up to date. 

4.72 Customer satisfaction is now monitored independently by Ofwat as part of improved 
regulation.  This has led to increased internal monitoring within companies.  Many companies 
have programmes for monitoring the satisfaction of customers contacting their call centres and 
the clarity of advice given.  A few companies do spot checks on letters sent to customers.  
However, only two companies told us that they test their leaflets with customer focus groups.  
Other testing occurs but again there is little consistency of approach across companies.  
Methods used, each generally by only one or a small number of companies, include: 
• Recordings of customer calls are analysed and the findings fed back to the individual call 

handlers to help them improve their delivery and the company’s performance against any 
independent checking that may occur. 

• Feedback forms are sent to a proportion of customers who have received advice or have 
had problems investigated by water quality staff. 

• Checks are made of the efficiency and reliability of the organisation that would distribute 
restriction notices by monitoring how well it distributes non critical information. 

Assessment of processes 

Communication and prioritisation processes 
4.73 We asked each water company to provide its written procedures that described the process it 

uses to prioritise and rank consumer contacts and events, and for escalating such events both 
internally and externally. Some companies also supplied the corresponding procedures about 
communicating with customers for different levels of event.  We assessed these procedures 
using a scoring system that sought to provide an insight into the general priority applied by the 
companies for the need to communicate with the public and press.  Procedures were scored 
on the basis of how well they met the following objectives: 
• Protection of customer health: Did the processes consider the protection of customer 

health? 
• Management of customer concerns: Did the processes recognise the need to address 

immediate customer concerns, and allay any fears? 
• Management of event handling concerns: Did the process recognise the need to 

initiate communication to the general public and media and so increase public confidence 
in how well events were handled?   

• Ease of assessment: Are the processes easy to apply appropriately, and would they be 
used correctly by someone new to the role. 
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4.74 The following ranking criteria were used: 

Ranking Score: 

4  Highly consistent with stated objective 

3  Satisfactory compliance with stated objective 

2  No cohesion with stated objective 

1 No documents were provided  

 
4.75 When gathering the prioritisation procedures we did not follow a full audit trail for any 

corresponding supporting procedures about communication; some companies may not have 
been given full credit for their approach because we did not receive all the available 
documents.  Five companies did not return any documents for assessment and we have 
omitted them from the assessment results.  Figure 6 summarises the result for the remaining 
18 companies. 
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Figure 6: Company scores for prioritisation schemes analysis 

 
4.76 In general all the schemes are considered to adequately address the prioritisation of 

Protection of customer health and Management of customer concerns, with average 
scores across all companies being 3 or above. 

4.77 Scores for Management of event handling concerns produce an industry-wide average 
score below 3; this is equivalent to them only having a satisfactory appreciation of the need to 
manage the public’s general expectation that events involving risk to public health are being 
handled well.  However, this score may be particularly affected by the fact that we did not 
obtain all the supporting procedures.  More than half the companies scored well in that they 
directed offices or senior staff to address these communication needs.  Smaller companies 
appear to score less well in this area. 

4.78 Scores for Ease of assessment are also lower.  Some prioritisation procedures are no more 
than lists of activities and responses, while the best schemes clearly set out roles, 
responsibilities and actions.  Procedures may not be clear enough to ensure a consistent 
approach.   
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Assessment of the quality of communication processes 
4.79 Using the responses to our structured interviews we assessed how well each company 

develops, delivers and reviews its communications based on the responses at interview.  We 
used the eight principal categories defined in the Communications Benchmark developed by 
Risk Solutions based on a review of communications literature.  The benchmark is introduced 
in Appendix 2. 

4.80 We assessed whether each company carried out the following eight key activity categories: 
• Identifying key messages 
• Identifying target audience 
• Characterising the audience 
• Identifying suitable media 
• Identifying distribution channels 
• Preparing and testing messages 
• Delivering messages in variety of media 
• Confirming that messages are received, understood and acted upon. 

4.81 We used the following ranking system: 
 

Ranking Score: 

2  High level of evidence that this activity occurs 

1  Some evidence that this activity occurs 

0  No evidence that this activity occurs 

 
4.82 Each company is therefore scored out of a total of 16.  Figure 7 shows that over half the 

companies achieve a score of 12 or over (75% of the possible maximum). 
4.83 By considering the average score across all companies for each benchmark item (Figure 8) it 

is clear that the key areas of weakness are associated with:  
• Identifying the target audience 
• Preparing and testing messages, and  
• Reviewing whether they were effective or not. 

4.84 The successful identification of subsets of the target audience is important since, there are 
specific groups of customers that water companies need to identify (especially those with a 
particular need for water such as dialysis patients).  While many companies try to identify such 
customers through annual flyers or notices on water bills, experience from recent major events 
indicates that the identity of the majority of sensitive or special communication needs 
customers is probably unknown.  Further, in some instances there could be better integration 
between useful customer data, often held in billing systems, and processes for distributing 
messages. 

4.85 Analysis by size of company suggests that there may be some lower level of engagement in 
the process occurring with medium sized companies. 
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Figure 7: Company total scores against communications benchmark 
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Figure 8: Average company scores against benchmark items 

Good practice sharing 
4.86 Our overall assessment, based on the interviews we carried out, is that water companies do 

not see each other as ‘competitors’ and there is a general willingness to share information 
informally.  Good examples are sharing experience from near misses and the cooperation that 
Water UK received in the development of their booklet on “Looking after water in your home”. 

4.87 However, this same spirit of information sharing does not appear, as yet, to be established 
between water companies and inset companies, mainly because there are contractual and 
competitive elements to the relationships. 
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4.88 This could result in two specific weaknesses: 
• The customers of inset companies might suffer from inferior communication during an 

event which is not fault of the inset company, but caused by limited communication 
channels existing between the inset company and its ultimate water supplier.  While one 
inset company is addressing this by trying to get more defined contractual arrangements 
in place, this may be an area for further guidance from DWI. 

• Being new to the market, Inset companies may not have as wide a range of experience in 
communicating about and managing water quality issues.  They are the companies most 
likely to benefit from the sharing of good practice, and the least likely to receive such 
help. 

The need for guidance on process 
4.89 Overall, we found many examples of good practice approaches at each point of the 

communications cycle that could be shared across the industry.  Furthermore, our analysis 
suggests that companies could benefit from sharing these ideas and having more formal 
guidance available in the following areas:  
• Special communication or secure water needs: Sharing of good practice ideas for 

engaging more widely with other agencies and customers.  These will ensure that more 
customers with particular secure water or communication needs are identified, and their 
specific needs met. 

• Use of Plain English: Guidance on how to incorporate Plain English principles into 
material preparation.  Also the DWI should consider how to encourage staff training and 
development in these skills.  This will ensure a general rise in awareness about clear 
communication practice and improve the general clarity of internal documentation as well 
as communication material. 

• Testing materials: Guidance on how to test communication materials for clarity before 
issue and how to ensure that key messages have been transmitted after receipt.  This will 
help to further improve material quality and also ensure that some understanding of areas 
that customers do not understand are identified. 

• Communication between water companies and inset companies: Some thought 
needs to be given to requirements for guidance on improved information sharing and 
communications between water companies and inset licence holders.  This will ensure 
that inset license holders get timely information during an event, and may assist in 
improved sharing of experience and good practice across the whole industry. 

4.90 Most water companies did not feel that there was a strong need for guidance, and were 
uncomfortable about the prospect of more prescriptive requirements.  While they did suggest 
some ideas, no one idea was suggested by more than a few companies.  Suggestions made 
include: 
• Policy for lead contamination: A small number of companies raised the need for faster 

development and issue of central guidance on communication about lead to groups such 
as customers and health professionals.  The concerns are due to the planned reduction 
of exposure standards and a perceived need for a long-term national policy to move to 
sustainable solutions for localised problems of lead pipes (other than blanket dosing with 
phosphate).  Lead is the most common water quality subject dealt with on water company 
websites; it is also one where the clarity of information given varies considerably.   

• Developing pragmatic criteria for notifying DWI of events: This request was primarily 
centred on identifying appropriate indicative numerical criteria.  However, it must be 
emphasised that opinions vary about the appropriateness of using numerical criteria:  
some companies favour this approach, while others do not, feeling that it does not 
capture adequately all the relevant features of an event.  It may be more appropriate to 
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provide guidance on how to select a pragmatic approach that works for the company and 
meets DWI’s requirements. 

• Reporting of marginal cases: A small number of companies sought DWI guidance on 
how best to communicate with customers following a short duration event or one with 
only a slight excursion of quality parameters.  Communication in these cases was often 
seen as counter-productive (leading to an erosion in customer confidence) since it would 
often involve:  

- Increasing the number of customer contacts 
- Highlighting technical breaches, or  
- Telling customers about a problem that has already been fixed.   

• Handling of ‘no obligation’ events: for example how to handle situations were the water 
company has no obligation to act, but where a satisfactory solution requires a number of 
parties to work together.  The water company is perhaps best placed to make sure this 
happens.  An example of this was a situation where several households shared 
responsibility for a plastic supply pipe that was routed through contaminated ground. 

• Handling communications where the problem arises elsewhere: for example, where 
the problem is with a water supply from a neighbouring company, or concerns about 
potential water contamination during or following a major hazards event. 
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5 COMMUNICATION MATERIALS 

 

Key Findings 
• Water companies generally produce material that is clear and readable.  However most 

material is slightly less easy to read than recommended levels based on readability 
indices. 

• There is considerable variation in overall readability both within companies and between 
companies.  These variations do not appear to be particularly correlated with company 
size although smaller companies may generally be more consistent, and produce 
material that is slightly easier to read. 

• Pre-prepared, short focused communications such as calling cards, press releases, 
notices and scripts generally scored well against readability and Plain English criteria. 

• Poorer scores and larger variations in readability are observed for documents that are 
customised or produced by a range of authors.  Customised letters tailored to the 
individual and circumstances are preferred but variations in style and skill level could be 
contributing to loss of clarity. 

• Technical issues appear to be handled well in the majority of cases and the clarity of 
advice is generally high.  Where improvements were considered appropriate, these were 
principally associated with documents being too wordy or unclear, or being short on 
content or missing particularly helpful information.  Specific areas where clarity or 
information content could be improved include: 

 The importance, and recommended length, of flushing following an interruption of 
supply. 

 Consistent information about how long to boil water for, and warnings to ensure it is 
adequately cooled before use. 

Another important omission was an acknowledgement of the customer’s concern. 
• Overall, company websites provide a significant breadth of information about water 

quality issues; the majority of websites cover half a dozen key issues, the remainder also 
address up to a dozen more specific issues..  

• Industry wide documents that have been contributed to by a number of companies, 
subject to peer review and are based on Plain English guidelines are an effective way to: 

 Improved overall standards by example 
 Provide the industry with documents that they can refer to and distribute 
 Provide source material for use in companies own documents. 

• While many communications are very good, there is a need to ensure that the same high 
level of quality and consistency is achieved across all companies and communications.  
This can be achieved through the improvements to process identified in the previous 
section and additional guidance and support for: 

 Adoption and use of Plain English principles. 
 Increased use of peer-review of material prior to issue. 
 Increased development of pre-prepared, quality assured and tested source materials 

which can then be adapted for specific communication needs. 
 Advice on how best to balance pre-prepared material with bespoke adaptation.  
 Routine independent review of bespoke communications. 
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Introduction 

5.1 We carried out a range of analyses on over 500 samples of written material supplied by water 
companies. 

Material selection and breakdown 
5.2 We classified each document according to its type, in order to allow more detailed breakdowns 

in our analysis where appropriate.  In addition, we identified the key area of concern that each 
sample was focused on: 
• Protection of customer health 
• Aesthetic or organoleptic impact 
• Management of customer expectation 
• Other issues. 

5.3 Table 1 shows how many documents in each subject area were reviewed, and indicates that 
we achieved a good spread across the many different areas. Table 3 in Appendix 2 shows the 
coverage achieved by communications context. 

Table 1: Issue coverage by material type 

Material type Protection of 
consumer 

health

Aesthetic or 
organoleptic 

impact

Management 
of consumer 
expectation Other

Briefing note 1 4 1
Card 4 3 2
Certificate of analysis 2 1
E-mail 3
Form 1
Leaflets 4 8 37 6
Letter 36 30 63 8
Letter/certificate of analysis 1 3 9 2
Loud speaker message 1
Message scripts 1 1
Notice 25 5 12 10
Phone line guidance 1 15 18 2
Phone line message 2 6 2
Phone line script 4 37
Q&A Scripts 2 7
Radio/TV/press releases 4 3 5 4
Report extracts 1
Standard paragraphs 2
Consumer dialogue on single issue 2
Text by/for LA 1
Training materials 3
TV/radio interview 1
Visit script 1
Web site information 2 18 82 9
Web site media releases 1 8 1
Webzine 1  
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Assessments carried out 
5.4 We carried out the following assessments of the materials: 

• Standard numerical readability and communications clarity tests – these objective 
tests use indices that have been shown to correlate with readability and clarity; however 
they cannot comment on factors such as the use of jargon which may affect how clearly a 
message is received by the reader. 

• Plain English assessment – this assessment is more subjective but does include 
looking at factors such as layout, the use of jargon, and passive verb constructions 
(which often make it harder to read sentences). 

• Technical consistency and accuracy – this assessment was carried out by technical 
experts.  Where appropriate, we collated additional analytical information and test results 
associated with the sampled documents, in order to asses the relevance of any 
explanation or interpretation provided.   

• Completeness – In order to provide a measure of the breadth of issues for which 
information is available we also reviewed web-sites to see which taste, odour, colouration 
and chemical contamination issues were addressed. 

5.5 We examined how standards varied across the different types of material used and also 
whether the size of organisation had an impact.   

5.6 We also originally anticipated looking for differences in materials prepared for domestic 
compared with commercial water users.  However, initial analysis of the material showed that 
water companies make no such distinction in preparing materials; all groups are treated 
equally as customers. 

Readability and Communication Clarity 

Methodology 
5.7 We analysed samples of a variety of written material supplied by water companies in order to 

make an objective measure of: 
• How easy it is to understand water company communications 
• The clarity of messages being communicated. 

5.8 This analysis was carried out automatically using a lexicographical scanning tool (Text 
Analyser v2).  The advantage of using such software is that it allows a consistent and 
objective assessment of the variety of text encountered to be carried out against pre-defined 
numerical criteria for readability and clarity. This software offers a range of  standard 
readability tests, of which we used the following three10: 
• Gunning fog index:  this gives the number of years of education that a reader 

hypothetically needs to understand the paragraph or text.  The "ideal" Fog index level is 7 
or 8.  A level above 12 indicates that the text is too hard for most people to read.  

• Flesch-Kincaid grade level: this measure is supposed to directly relate directly to the 
school grade (reading ability) of the intended readership and average results should 
ideally lie between 6 and 10.  Grade 8 is equivalent to a typical 13-14 year old. 

• Lexical Density: The lexical density of a text tries to measure the proportion of the 
content (lexical) words over the total words.  Texts with a lower density are more easily 
understood.  As a guide, lexically dense text has a lexical density of around 60-70% and 
those which are not dense have a lower lexical density measure of around 40-50%. 

                                                      
10  Full details of the  indices are their calculation methods are provided in Appendix 2 
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5.9 Over 500 documents were analysed, covering a range of material produced by the water 
companies for issue to the public or press.  Where possible text samples of more than 100 
words were used. 

Findings 
5.10 The automated review of the documents indicates that around 90% have readability indices 

which are below those considered unhelpful. 
5.11 We observed a degree of commonality in the text, which suggests some collaboration in the 

form and style of presentation occurs for common technical issues. 
5.12 However, there does appear to be considerable variation in overall readability scores both 

within companies and between companies, which are illustrated in Figure 10.  These 
variations do not appear to be particularly correlated with company size, although the average 
performance of smaller companies is slightly better than larger ones. 

5.13 On the basis of these statistical measures, five companies appear to have median and mean 
values for indices that fall within the ideal bands11 for all three of the communication clarity 
indices.  This group includes two large water and sewage companies, a small and a medium 
water only company and a very small inset licence holder. 

 
Figure 9: Cumulative distribution of readiblity indices 

                                                      
11  The ideal bands are shown by the green boundary and the too complex regions are indicated by the purple 

boundaries.   
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Figure 10: Readability indices by company size 

5.14 When we focused on a subset of the more common types of material (full results are given in 
Figure 30 to Figure 32 in Appendix 3) the text analysis reveals a link between the type of 
document and its readability score, particularly when this is measured by the Gunning fog 
index or the Flesch-Kincaid grade level.  

5.15 The readability hierarchy12 for common materials was: 
• Notices (e.g. ‘do not drink’ notices), calling cards  and scripts for communicating with 

customers over the phone 
• Leaflets and standard paragraphs 
• Website information 
• Letters 
• Various press releases, briefing notices etc. 

5.16 Notices, scripts, leaflets and web pages are intended for a wide audience and in many cases 
have received a high order of peer review, which has led to readable text.  However, the range 
of scores for web-site material and leaflets was much wider. 

5.17 Where letters are written to individuals, the documents have been generally prepared by one 
person without extensive peer review.  These letters are usually compiled by water company 
employees who often know the individual they are writing to (for example from previous 
correspondence or from phone conversations).  While the text is more likely to be tailored to 
the individual, it also tends to be more complex in nature, hence, the generally higher index 
scores.  The broad range of scores observed for such material is probably explained by the 
wider range of skill levels and writing styles that will be used.  

5.18 A small number of these documents appear impenetrable except for a proficient technical 
reader. 

                                                      
12  Based on mean values of numerical indicators 
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Figure 11: Readibility index scores for specific written material 

5.19 Clarity and readability is not always linked to technical content.  The most extreme example of 
a poorly phrased document was one company’s ‘boil water’ notice13 which implied that 
customers should boil their water for 48 hours.  There is a need for industry wide high 
standards especially on key documents such as ‘do not drink’ / ‘boil water’ notices.  These are 
issued to protect public health usually after an event that has affected the water quality or 
because of an interruption of supply. 

5.20 Some quite readable key documents such as clear notices and items such as calling cards 
score quite badly on a Lexical density measure.  This is because short, punchy instructive text 
tends to have few padding words, and little repetition in vocabulary; it is not a reflection on 
clarity. 

                                                      
13  While our research was primarily focused on discolouration and taste/odour events, ‘boil notices’ were 

considered to be in scope since they are sometimes used when microbiological contamination has been initially 
triggered by taste/odour complaints.  
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Plain English assessment 

Methodology 
5.21 We examined a random sample of company documents using criteria from the Plain English 

Campaign’s guidelines for Plain English.   
5.22 Overall, we looked for: 

• A good average sentence length (about 15 to 20 words) 
• Everyday English 
• Use of words like 'we' and 'you' instead of 'the insured', 'the applicant', 'the society' and so 

on – determined where appropriate depending on the intended readership of the 
document 

• Conciseness – often helped by the use of active verb constructions such as ‘we have 
analysed the sample’ rather than impersonal passive constructions such as ‘an analysis 
of the sample has been carried out’ 

5.23 We did not assess type faces, text or form layout and logical flow, which would form part of the 
criteria for the Plain English Campaign’s Crystal Mark assessment.   

Findings 
5.24 A total of 142 documents were assessed.  While no documents were found that had been 

awarded the Crystal Mark for clarity, we found that over half the documents reviewed 
compared well or very well with the guidelines.  Less than 20% of documents reviewed were 
considered to be poor. 
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Figure 12: Plain English assessment for all written material 

5.25 There was insufficient data to allow a suitably anonymised disaggregation by company size. 
5.26 Short focused communication methods such as calling cards, press releases, notices and 

scripts generally scored well. 
5.27 Customer focused materials that scored less well or had a wider spread of results included 

letters, certificates of analysis and website information.  As with the readability analysis, this 
wide spread is thought to be indicative of the differing styles and skill levels of the people 
preparing these materials. 
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Figure 13: Plain English assessment for specific written material 

 

Technical consistency and accuracy 

Methodology 
5.28 We examined the literature supplied for consistency and accuracy, and (where applicable) 

assessed its content against five key areas: 
1. Are analytical results adequately described? 
2. Are health impacts adequately described? 
3. Are the explanations offered feasible? 
4. What faults in the documents require improvement? 
5. What information is missing? 

5.29 We divided the 553 documents reviewed into sub-sets based on an assessment of their 
intention and specific technical content. 
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Findings 
5.30 Our analysis showed that water companies appear to provide highly consistent and accurate 

content within their technical documents.  While technical documents did not always score 
highly on the numerical criteria used, specific technical issues do appear to be handled and 
explained very well in the majority of cases. 

5.31 Figure 14 shows results from the 36 documents that provided customers with analytical 
results, and indicates that the vast majority of these were judged to describe those results 
adequately.  Thirteen documents were concerned with informing customers about specific 
health impacts, and ten of these were thought to do this adequately (Figure 15).  A much 
larger group (478) were considered to contain explanations of water quality issues or events.  
Only a handful of these documents were judged to have failed to provide adequate 
explanations.  
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Figure 14: Are analystical results adequately described? 
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Figure 16: Are explanations offered feasible? 



D5173: Drinking Water Quality Communication Issue 1 

5.32 Most documents were considered to serve their purpose and provide clear and concise 
information as required.  Where improvements were considered appropriate, these were 
principally associated with documents being too wordy or unclear, or being short on content or 
missing particularly helpful information (Figure 17). 
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Figure 17: What faults require improvement? 

5.33 The most common issues that were omitted can be seen in Figure 18.  Some of these issues 
are important such as:  
• The importance of flushing following an interruption of supply, and guidance on how long 

to do this for. 
• Consistent information about how long to boil water for, and warnings to ensure it is 

adequately cooled before use. 
5.34 Another important omission was an acknowledgement of the customer’s concern. 
5.35 Clarity of advice is generally high, although we found one or two examples of ambiguous or 

easily misunderstood instructions.  For example, one company instructed customers to “boil 
water for 48 hours” in one of its notices.   

5.36 Many of the suggestions for improvement indicate that often some helpful information may be 
omitted or limited because it does not specifically need to be communicated.  Companies that 
communicate well appear to consider that any communication with customers is an 
opportunity for education and engagement. 
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Figure 18: What information was missing? 

Websites 

5.37 We reviewed the websites of the 24 companies that we visited to assess whether information 
about different water quality issues is readily available to customers.  

5.38 Figure 19 shows how likely information about different water quality issues is to be found on 
company websites.  While most of the key customers concerns do appear to have good 
coverage, around half the water quality issues are not discussed on the majority of websites. 

5.39 Website information tends to be focused on the specific regional issues that are relevant to the 
water company concerned.  
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Figure 19: Percentage of websites with information on water quality issues 

 
5.40 Table 2 shows that on average company size does not influence whether websites contain 

information about water quality information. 
 

Table 2: Average number of water quality issues covered by water company 
size 

Size of company  
(number of customers) 

Average number of water quality issues 
covered by a website 

Very large 11 
Large 10 
Medium 10 
Small 9 
Very small 11 

 

Specific industry-wide material 

5.41 Finally, we identified during out interviews that many water companies have begun to made 
significant use of Water UK’s booklet on “Looking after water in your home” as a document to 
distribute, link to from their website and as a source document for their own use. 

5.42 We analysed this document to determine its specific readability indices and found that it 
achieved good scores (9.2 on the Gunning fog index, 8.74 on the Flesch-Kincaid grade level 
test and a lexical density of 22%).  We also assessed it for its use of Plain English, and in our 
opinion it performed extremely well against the criteria.   

5.43 We concluded that it is a document that is both easy to read and clear.  The fact that it has 
been well received by the industry, is being widely disseminated and used by companies 
suggests that industry wide documents can be an effective way to: 
• Improve overall standards by example 
• Provide the industry with documents that they can refer to and distribute 
• Provide source material for use in companies’ own documents. 
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6 CHARACTERISING GOOD PRACTICE 

6.1 In this section we have identified some aspects of good communications practice that are not 
currently common across all water companies.  We have also summarised from our analysis 
what appears to characterise good communications materials and presented a selection of the 
highest ranked material14 within the following categories: 
• Notice 
• Letter 
• Call Script or Guidance 
• Web Information.   

Characteristics of good communications materials 

Notices 
6.2 Good notices are characterised by: 

• Clear indication of context and importance 
• Short clear unambiguous instructions 
• Use of graphics and symbols to reinforce key messages 
• Limited use of different font types and sizes – large fonts for all, or separate notices for 

those with visual difficulties. 
• Separate notices for those with accessibility issues – or another system to make sure that 

messages get through to particular groups e.g. blind people  
• Obvious indication of message sender 
• Contact details for further information. 

Letters 
6.3 Good letters are characterised by: 

• Clear indication of context and importance 
• Good use of Plain English, especially: 

- Short sentence length 
- Simple everyday language 
- Use of personal words such as ‘you’ and ‘we’ 
- Clear layout 
- No jargon. 

• Clear and simple articulation of: 
- Appreciation for customer contact 
- Summary of actual customer contact concern 
- Acknowledgement of customer feelings 
- Any risks to health, or a statement of reassurance  
- Explanation of what has happened 
- Most likely causes for event 
- Indication of timescale for resolution 

                                                      
14  All material presented has been anonymised, or adapted so that no real individuals are represented. 
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- Actions or mitigations that customer can undertake 
- Apology where appropriate. 

• Obvious indication of message sender 
• Contact details for further information. 

Guidance and scripts 
6.4 Good guidance notes and scripts are characterised by: 

• Clear and simple articulation of: 
- Who might need this script or guidance 
- What type of customer or event the guidance or script is linked to. 

• Good use of Plain English, especially: 
- Short sentence length 
- Simple everyday language 
- Clear layout 
- No jargon. 

• Use of flow charts to guide user through the process 
• Statements to make to customer 

- Any risks to health, or a statement of reassurance  
- Explanation of what has happened 
- Most likely causes for event 
- Indication of timescale for resolution 
- Actions or mitigations that customer can undertake 
- Apology where appropriate. 

• Statements NOT to make to customer 
• Questions to ask customer 
• Contact details for further information or more detailed support. 

Web information 
6.5 Good website information pages are easy to locate from the home page and are characterised 

by: 
• Clear indication of context and importance 
• Good use of Plain English, especially: 

- Short sentence length 
- Simple everyday language 
- No jargon. 

• Clear and simple articulation of: 
- Water quality issue being discussed 
- Any risks to health, or a statement of reassurance  
- Most likely causes of water quality issue 
- Any regulations or guidelines that water company uses or works to 
- Actions or mitigations that customer can undertake. 

• Clear screen and print layout 
- Limited use of font type and size 
- Good use of graphics or pictures 
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- Layout that support both on screen viewing and printing 
- Accessibility options. 

• Links to more detailed information or other agencies web-sites where appropriate 
• Contact details for further information. 

Some good communications practice 

6.6 Because the different water companies vary significantly in size, scope and the issues they 
encounter it is not sensible to identify a single ‘right’ way of doing things.  However, we have 
identified some ideas used by one or more companies that if adopted more widely could help 
raise communications standards across the industry. 

Pre-event preparation 
6.7 Pre-prepare materials to use as a resource in the event of an event including: 

• Standardised scripts for call centre staff and for pre-recorded messages placed on call 
centre switchboards.  

• Guidance scripts or laminated cards for field technicians to use or show when discussing 
issues with customers. 

• Letter templates, model letters, or standard paragraphs which can be used to create 
specific bespoke letters with a consistent quality and clarity.  Standard letters should not 
be used in place of bespoke communications addressing individual’s concerns, 
nevertheless even in these circumstances pre-prepared materials can provide a useful 
resource. 

6.8 Check pre-prepared material for language and clarity: 
• Establish a ‘benchmark’ audience and target all corporate communications at this 

audience. 
• Involve front line staff in developing standard materials to help pitch the tone and content 

correctly. 
• Establish review procedures including: 

- Testing for clarity and Plain English.   
- Minimum testing with a corporate communications teams or non-technical 

members of staff. 
- Additional testing with a customer focus group or panel. 

• Ensure materials are available in appropriate minority and alternative languages, large 
print and Braille. 

6.9 Use a broader range of methods for identifying sensitive customers with particular secure 
water or communications need (e.g. the need for Braille communications) for example: 
• Encouraging other agencies who engage with customers with a particular need for secure 

water supplies (such as the NHS) to give provide them with information and to encourage 
them to register their needs with the water company. 

• Sending out specific communications on this issue. 
6.10 Use a wide range of methods to get information to customers, for example: 

• Arrange for LA offices and doctors surgeries to make water company leaflets available to 
visitors. 

• Configure websites so they can carry messages about emerging events and so it is easy 
to direct customers to the relevant alert. 
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Communication management 
6.11 Use GIS systems to assist in monitoring and gauging the scale of emerging events 
6.12 Ensure procedures or policies that determine what and when to communicate to members of 

the public, clearly set out roles, responsibilities and actions. 
6.13 Ensure processes address the need to communicate with the general public and media when 

an event happens and manage customer concerns, as well as focusing on the protection of 
customer health,.  This will help to increase public confidence in how well events are 
managed. 

6.14 Ensure that messages are consistent and correct: 
• Use briefings to technicians and field staff for larger events. 
• Use letter templates and standard paragraphs as a resource, but personalise text to the 

person and situation where appropriate. 
• Get a colleague or non-technical member of staff to read through bespoke letters before 

sending. 

Review, training and testing 
6.15 Provide regular training in the use of Plain English for 

• Staff developing communication material and letters. 
• Staff reviewing letters and materials before they are sent to customers. 

6.16 Do formal spot checks on letters sent to customers. 
6.17 Monitor the satisfaction of customers contacting call centres and the clarity of the advice 

given; for example by: 
• Reviewing recorded calls with call-centre staff. 
• Sending feedback forms to a proportion of customers who have received advice or have 

had problems investigated by water quality staff. 
6.18 Check the efficiency and reliability of organisations that distribute restriction notices by 

monitoring how well they distribute non critical information. 
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Figure 20: High ranking examples of notices
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Figure 21: High ranking example of a letter to give notice of water supply interruption 
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Figure 22: High ranking examples of letters in response to contacts about water quality (discolouration) 
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Figure 23: High ranking examples of guidance for call centre staff about specific issues 
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Figure 24: High ranking example of guidance for call centre staff about handling calls 
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Figure 25: High ranking examples of website notice during an event 
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Figure 26: High ranking example of website information about lead 

   45 



D5173: Drinking Water Quality Communication Issue 1 

 

 
 

Figure 27: High ranking example of website information about keeping water 
safe 
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7 CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

7.1 We found many good practices in our research.  Water companies’ communications on taste, 
odour, discolouration and contamination were often of good quality with technical issues 
handled well in the majority of cases.  We did find some omissions and variable quality 
particularly in bespoke tailored communications.   

7.2 Industry wide documents that have been contributed to by a number of companies, subject to 
peer review and are based on Plain English guidelines are an effective way to: 
• Improved overall standards by example 
• Provide the industry with documents that they can refer to and distribute 
• Provide source material for use in companies own documents. 

7.3 Communication processes vary from company to company, often in response to local 
conditions.  However they follow a reasonably consistent communications life-cycle.  
Companies generally appear strong at receiving, understanding and classifying incoming 
customer complaints; they are also systematic at ensuring appropriate people diagnose 
problems and advise customers. 

7.4 Water companies themselves did not feel that there was a strong need for guidance and saw 
little benefit in more prescriptive requirements.  However, we have identified a range of 
general examples of good practice approaches at each point of the communications cycle, 
which we believe would be helpful to share across the industry. 

7.5 Further, while there are only a few ‘inset licence’ companies at present, their number is 
expected to increase and the nature and experience of their staff may initially be more variable 
than within existing water companies.  Clear communication between these companies and 
existing water suppliers is important, and Inset companies are likely to benefit significantly 
from shared good practice. 

7.6 Our analysis suggests that companies could benefit from sharing good practice ideas and 
some more formal guidance in the following areas: 
• Identifying customers with particular secure water or communication needs. 
• Selecting criteria for escalating discolouration, taste and odour events internally and 

externally.  We do NOT recommend that these should take the form of prescriptive 
numeric trigger points.  Instead, we suggest that guidance on how to determine practical 
indicative trigger points may be useful. 

• Incorporating Plain English principles into material preparation and paying attention to the 
good practice principles introduced in Section 6. 

• Testing communication materials for clarity before issue, and that key messages have 
been transmitted after receipt including: 

 Increased use of peer-review of materials prior to issue. 
 Increased development of pre-prepared, quality assured and tested source materials 

that can then be adapted for specific communication needs. 
 Advice on how best to balance pre-prepared material with bespoke adaptation.  
 Checking bespoke communications prior to issue.  

7.7 DWI may wish to provide generic guidance on these issues.  However, much of this detailed 
information could form a compendium of good practice examples already implemented by 
water companies.  Such a guide could be accessed, adopted and adapted by other water 
companies for their own application. 

7.8 Two areas for specific consideration by DWI are: 
• How to encourage appropriate communications between inset license holders and water 

companies to ensure this happens. 
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• The requirement for guidance on lead issues (in the light of the new standards), and the 
need to identify an appropriate strategy for dealing with localised problems with lead 
pipes. 
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APPENDIX 1: COMPANIES WHO PARTICIPATED IN THE 
RESEARCH 

Company Type 

Bournemouth & West Hampshire Water supply only 
Bristol Water Water supply only 
Cambridge Water Water supply only 
Dee Valley Water Water supply only 
Essex and Suffolk Water Water supply only 
Folkestone & Dover Water Services Ltd Water supply only 
Hartlepool Water Water supply only 
Portsmouth Water Water supply only 
South East Water Water supply only 
South Staffordshire Water Water supply only 
Sutton and East Surrey Water Water supply only 
Three Valleys Water Water supply only 
Anglian Water Services Ltd Water & sewerage 
Dwr Cymru/Welsh Water Water & sewerage 
Northumbrian Water Group plc Water & sewerage 
Severn Trent plc Water & sewerage 
South West Water Ltd Water & sewerage 
Southern Water Water & sewerage 
Thames Water plc Water & sewerage 
United Utilities Water plc Water & sewerage 
Wessex Water Services Ltd Water & sewerage 
Yorkshire Water Services Ltd Water & sewerage 
Independent Water Networks Inset license 
Scottish-Southern Energy Water Inset license 
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APPENDIX 2: METHODOLOGY 

Research framework 

The research framework identifies the elements of our research and how they interrelate.  The 
framework is shown as Figure 28.  We used this framework to structure our research and to 
collate and analyse the information we uncovered. 
The purpose of each of the main elements is as follows: 
• Complaint and event history including local water company context – we used this, 

including influencing local factors, to set the context for the materials and communication 
processes that we identified.  We used the differing contexts to search for themes 
explaining the differences that we observed in materials and processes. 

• Event timelines – we used these to provide examples and demonstrations of the 
application of the processes and materials used by water companies.   

• Materials – this outlines range of materials to be evaluated and the criteria to be used 
• Processes – this outlines the range of communication process to be evaluated and is 

based on the Risk Solutions Good Communications Benchmark 
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Figure 28: Research framework 

We further broke the event history down into a number of sub-categories based on 
communications context to ensure that we collected samples from across different types of 
event. Table 3 shows the coverage achieved.
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Table 3: Material type by commuinication context  
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Briefing note 1 4
Card 2 3 5
Certificate of analysis 2 1
E-mail 1 2
Leaflets 8 2 6 1 18 21
Letter 21 15 29 9 2 1 31 4 19
Letter/certificate of analysis 1 5 2 1 1 5
Loud speaker message 1
Message scripts 1 1
Notice 24 6 4 3 5 4 5
Phone line guidance 3 19 1 1 6 5
Phone line message 3 3 2 2
Phone line script 2 24 6 1 7
Q&A Scripts 1 1 2 3 1
Radio/TV/press releases 3 3 1 3 3 2
Report extracts 1
Standard paragraphs 1 1
Consumer dialogue on single issue 1 1
Text by/for LA 1
Training materials 2 1
TV/radio interview 1
Web site information 6 4 3 3 1 60 22
Web site media releases 1 1 7 1
Webzine 1
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Thematic questions 

The thematic questions for our discussions with water companies covered the following topics: 
• Event history and local factors 
• Communication processes 
• Findings of audits, surveys and reports on the water companies handling of events 
• Event timelines. 

The questions relating to communication processes were derived from the Risk Solutions 
Good Communications Benchmark.  They looked at the full communication lifecycle.  We used 
them to find out about the companies’ procedures and practices for the following generic 
communication activities: 
• Emergency communication policy and policy determination 
• Internal alerting to planned events 
• Internal alerting to unplanned events and incidents 
• Recognising & receiving the problem 
• Classifying & escalating events, including risk assessment 
• Setting up communication channels in advance 
• Advance preparation of materials 
• Adjusting materials for specific events 
• Selecting and sending the messaging, including identifying target audiences and sending 

the all clear 
• Debriefing after the event, including reviewing experience and feedback 
• Prior allocation of roles and responsibilities 
• Training and testing of arrangements, including training in risk communication and testing 

communication messages and channels. 
We sought to understand the companies’ approaches for each of these activities and seek 
out those that were good practice. 
As a closing question, we asked each water company what aspects of communicating with 
customers about discolouration, taste, odour and contamination, they thought would benefit 
from formal guidance by the DWI. 

Review of websites 

We visited the website of each water company and characterised them by answering a 
number of specific questions: 
• Was generic information and advice relating to discolouration, taste, odour and 

contamination available? 
• Was there an option for large on screen text? 
• Was there any from of support available for non-English speakers? 
• Was it possible to view or download a copy of the Water UK leaflet "Looking after Water 

in Your Home"? 
• What leaflets produced by the water company could be viewed or downloaded? 
We looked for information on the following water quality issues:  
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• Aluminium 
• Chlorine 
• Colour/appearance 
• Copper 
• Fish and tap water 
• Fluoride 
• Hardness 
• Herbicides and pesticides 
• Iron 

• Lead 
• Nitrates 
• pH 
• Slime 
• Tap Hygiene 
• Taste/Odour 
• Typical water analyses 
• Water Filters 
• Water quality/Quality reports or standards 

The good communications benchmark  

The Risk Solutions Good Communications Benchmark (Figure 29) comprises guidance for 
developing and evaluating communications materials and processes with the emphasis on 
Risk and Safety Communications.  The benchmark was built on both academic and field 
research that identified a number of key points that are common to good communication in a 
range of industries.  By comparing materials, methods and processes with the benchmark an 
objective assessment of quality can be achieved and it provides a powerful way of identifying 
how improvements can be made.  The key components are identified below. 
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Figure 29: Risk Solutions Communications Benchmark 
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Readability tests 

Readability tests are designed to assess the efficacy of the written word assuming a lowest 
common denominator, or majority skill level of readership. They focus on the detail of 
sentence and paragraph construction. 
The tests listed below were applied to samples of text with 100 words or above.  These tests 
are commonly applied to objectively judge the clarity and readability of documents.   

Gunning fog index 
The Gunning fog index gives the number of years of education that a reader hypothetically 
needs to understand the paragraph or text. The formula implies that short sentences written in 
simple English achieve a better score than long sentences written in complicated language.  
The "ideal" Fog index level is 7 or 8.  A level above 12 indicates the writing sample is too hard 
for most people to read.  For reference, the New York Times has an average Fog Index of 11-
12, Time magazine about 11.  Typically, technical documentation has a Fog Index between 10 
and 15, and professional prose almost never exceeds 18. 
It is defined by the formula: 
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Complex words are those with three or more syllables in them, however the analysis does not 
include proper nouns, compound words, or common suffixes such as -es, -ed, or -ing as a 
syllable. 

The Flesch-Kincaid grade level 
This is a readability test designed to show how easy or difficult a text is to read.  It is defined 
by the formula: 
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The average result for this test should ideally lie between 6 and 10 and is supposed to directly 
relate to the school grade (reading ability) of the intended readership (grade 8 is equivalent to 
a typical 13-14 years old). 

Lexical density test 
This is a readability test designed to show how easy or difficult a text is to read.  The lexical 
density of a text tries to measure the proportion of the content (lexical) words over the total 
words. Texts with a lower density are more easily understood.  As a guide, lexically dense text 
has a lexical density of around 60-70% and those which are not dense have a lower lexical 
density measure of around 40-50%.  It is defined by the formula: 

  
Lexical Density = (Number of different words / Total number of words) x 100 
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The crystal mark scheme for Plain English 

The Crystal Mark Scheme Plain English criteria allow the overall impact of the document to be 
assessed by examining more closely how the messages are presented e.g. in terms of 
language and structure, and how relevant the material has been made to the audience and 
their concerns. 
The Crystal Mark Scheme is run by the ‘Plain English Campaign’.  The Plain English 
Campaign will not allow the Crystal Mark to be used on a document unless it can be read, 
understood and acted upon by the intended audience.  The Plain English Campaign looks for 
a mixture of numerically measurable variables and subjective assessments.  They are quoted 
as: 
• A good average sentence length (about 15 to 20 words) 
• Plenty of 'active' verbs (instead of 'passive' ones) 
• Everyday English 
• Words like 'we' and 'you' instead of 'the insured', 'the applicant', 'the society' and so on 
• Conciseness 
• Clear, helpful headings with consistent and suitable ways of making them stand out from 

the text 
• A good type size and clear typeface  
• Plenty of answer space and a logical flow (on forms). 
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APPENDIX 3:  SOME DETAILED FINDINGS 

 
We have included a number of timelines to demonstrate how communication processes and 
materials are used during events.  The timelines represents the range of possible responses 
and communication activities that might take place during a real event. 
 

Generic timeline for an aeration event 

 

Time from 
start of event 

Status Response 

0 hours First customer makes 
contact water company call 
centre complaining about 
cloudy water; typically after 
using taps first thing in the 
morning or after returning 
from work. 

Call centre logs the call as an isolated event.  
Customer is taken through a diagnosis script to 
confirm it is a problem with mains supply and 
given appropriated advice.  Typically this will 
include flushing taps and allowing aeration to 
clear before use. Call handlers take a similar 
approach with subsequent calls 

2 hours A significant number of 
customer contacts, around 
20, have been received 
from the same or adjacent 
DMAs. 

Call centre or duty manager identifies an 
emerging cluster of aeration contacts.  An alert 
message is placed on the bulletin board or GIS 
screens in front of call handlers.  Subsequent 
callers are also told the company is aware of 
the problem and investigating. 

3 hours The number of customer 
contacts has now exceeded 
50 from the same or 
adjacent DMAs.  Initial 
analysis of the location and 
possible causes with the 
control room indicates a 
large number of customers 
may be affected.  

The call centre or duty manager decides to 
place a message on the switchboard that will 
be played to all incoming callers from 
postcodes within the areas affected so far.  
The message gives details of problem location, 
whether the water is safe to drink and asks 
callers to stay on the line if they have different 
problem.  The call centre monitors the number 
of callers hearing the switchboard message. 

4 hours Customers continue to ring 
the switchboard and hear 
the message. 
 

Field technicians are dispatched to the scene 
to investigate.  The event is escalated to the 
quality manager who immediately advises the 
relevant local authority, EHO and CCDC about 
the problem. 

5 hours The number of customer 
calling from affected areas 
has now exceeded 200. 

The quality manager makes verbal notification 
to the DWI. 
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Time from 
start of event 

Status Response 

6 hours Customer contacts about 
aeration start to be 
received from new ‘down-
network’ areas. 
Technicians have now 
diagnosed the problem and 
have commenced flushing 
operations to clear the 
aeration. 

The call centre or duty manager updates the 
message on the switchboard and expands the 
location of incoming calls that will hear it.  The 
message now also gives details of what is 
being done to resolve the problem and how 
long it is expected to take. 
Alert message to call handlers is updated.   

8 hours  Customer calls from 
affected areas have now 
reached 1000. 

The quality manager follows up his initial 
contact with written notification to DWI. 

12-36 hours Customer calls start to 
dwindle. 
Field technicians monitor 
effectiveness of flushing. 

Message on the switchboard for incoming 
callers remains in place.  The call centre or 
duties manager updates it if the time to resolve 
the problem extends. 

1 hour after 
the last 
customer call 
from an 
affected area 

Technicians confirm that 
the network is clear. 

Message removed from switchboard.  Alert 
message to call handlers removed. Local 
authority, EHO and CCDC are advised that the 
problem is over. 

72 Hours  Quality manger submits 72 hour report to DWI 
about the event. 

20 days DWI classifies the event as 
an incident 

Quality manager submits a 20 day report to 
DWI about the incident. 

 

Generic timeline for a discolouration event 

Time from 
start of event 

Status Response 

0 hours First customer makes 
contact with water company 
call centre complaining 
about discoloured water. 
Planned maintenance work 
had started in the area 
earlier in the day. 

Call centre checks the bulletin board or GIS 
polygons and identifies the maintenance work 
in the vicinity. They log the call as an isolated 
event.  Customer is taken through a case 
based reasoning script to confirm it is a 
problem with mains supply; they are advised 
that maintenance work is taking place that may 
have disturbed sediments and that although 
this is not harmful they should flush their taps 
until they run clear before drinking. Call 
handlers take a similar approach with 
subsequent calls. 
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Time from 
start of event 

Status Response 

2 hours A significant number of 
customer contacts, around 
10, have been received 
from the same or adjacent 
DMAs 

Call centre or duty manager identifies an 
emerging cluster of discolouration contacts.  
An alert message is placed on the bulletin 
board or GIS screens in front of call handlers.  
Subsequent callers are also told the company 
is aware of the problem and investigating. 

4 hours The number of customer 
contacts has now 
exceeded 20 from the 
same or adjacent DMAs. 
Some early callers have 
rung back saying that 
flushing has not solved the 
problem. 

The event is escalated to the quality manager 
who immediately advises the relevant local 
authority, EHO and CCDC about the problem. 
Field technicians are dispatched to the scene 
to investigate.  

6 hours The number of customer 
contacts has now 
exceeded 50 from the 
same or adjacent DMAs.   
Initial indication from the 
investigation is that is going 
to take at least two days for 
the system to clear despite 
strategic flushing. 

A message is placed on the switchboard that 
will be played to all incoming callers from 
postcodes within the areas affected so far.  
The message gives details of problem location, 
tells customers to flush the taps until clear 
before drinking and asks callers to stay on the 
line if they have a different problem.  The call 
centre monitors the number of callers hearing 
the switchboard message. 
The quality manager makes verbal notification 
to the DWI. 
The quality manager instigates contacting 
customers with secure water needs and 
offering bottled water to them.   

8 hours Customer contacts about 
discolouration start to be 
received from new ‘down-
network’ areas. 
Investigation has identified 
all of the areas that will be 
affected (20,000 properties) 
and confirm that it is going 
to take two days clear.  

The quality manager consults with the LAs, 
EHOs and CCDCs.  The decision is taken to 
commence supplying water by bowsers to the 
affected urban areas.  Issuing of ‘do not drink’ 
or ‘do not use’ notices was considered but was 
rejected because it was an aesthetic problem, 
discoloration was localised within the affected 
areas and it would take at least 24 hours issue 
notices be cause of the scale of the event. 
The message on the switchboard is updated 
and expands the location of incoming calls that 
will hear it.  The message now also gives 
details of what is being done to resolve the 
problem, how long it is expected to take and 
the dispatch of bowsers. 
The quality manager makes written notification 
to the DWI 
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Time from 
start of event 

Status Response 

10 hours The number of customer 
calling from affected areas 
has now exceeded 300. 

Statements are issued to the local media 
(press, radio, TV) in order to alert the general 
public. 
A loud hailer van makes announcements in 
urban areas. 
The quality manager and his team contact 
priority users (hospitals, food industry etc) to 
advise them of the problem and ensure they 
have sufficient back up supplies. 
The call centre contacts any customers with 
special communication needs to ensure they 
are aware. 

12 hours  The water company MD is interviewed for 30 
seconds on the local TV news about the 
problem.  The MD outlines the consultation 
with LAs, EHOs, CCDCs and the availability of 
alternative water supplies. 

12-48 hours Customer calls start to 
dwindle: a total of 700 are 
received. 
Field technicians monitor 
effectiveness of flushing. 

Message on the switchboard for incoming 
callers remains in place.  The call centre or 
duties manager updates it if the time to resolve 
the problem extends. 

5 hour afters 
the last 
customer call 
from an 
affected area 

Technicians confirm that 
the network is clear. 

Message removed from switchboard.  Alert 
message to call handlers removed. Local 
authority, EHO and CCDC are advised that the 
problem is over. 

72 Hours  Quality manger submits 72 hour report to DWI 
about the event. 

20 days DWI classifies the event as 
an incident 

Quality manager submits a 20 day report to 
DWI about the incident. 

 

Generic timeline for hydrocarbon contamination 

Time from 
start of event 

Status Response 

0 hours A customer makes contact 
with the company call 
centre complaining about a 
diesel or petrol taste in the 
tap water. 

The call handler take details and follows a short 
script advising the customer to refrain from 
using the water for drinking or cooking and that 
a sampling technician will be with them shortly. 
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Time from 
start of event 

Status Response 

2 hours A sampling technician visits 
the property, takes samples 
and enquires about any 
spillages that have 
happened.  Organoleptic 
examination confirms 
hydrocarbon contamination 
at the cold tap, although the 
water was clear at the 
property boundary. 

The technician advises the customer that there 
appears to be hydrocarbon contamination 
occurring within the property boundary, that 
samples have been taken for analysis and that 
water should not used for drinking or cooking.   
A ‘do not drink’ notice or card is normally 
issued at the time to confirm this. 
Bottles of drinking water are left with the 
customer pending outcome of the analysis and 
investigation. 
The water quality manager is advised, who 
immediately alerts the relevant LA, EHO and 
CCDC. 

1 day The analysis confirms the 
presence of hydrocarbons 
in the water. 

The Water Quality Manager advises the DWI 
verbally in writing. 

2 days  The Water Quality manager writes to the 
customer confirming the contamination, 
reiterating the ‘do not drink’ notice and 
explaining it is their responsibility to replace the 
contaminated supply pipe with one that is 
impermeable to hydrocarbons. 
The outcome of the investigation is confirmed 
to the LA, EHO and CCDC. 
The water company may provide advice on 
replacing the supply pipe and may also 
continue the supply of bottled water until it is 
replaced. 

3 days  Quality manger submits 72 hour report to DWI 
about the event. 
The DWI classifies it as a non-incident 
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Readability indices for a range of materials 

 
The following figures show the results for all the different types of material tested. 
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Figure 30: Gunning fog index scores for specific written material 
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Figure 31: Flesch-Kincaid garde level scores for specific written material 
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Figure 32: Lexical Density Function scores for specific written material 
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