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Key Takeaways
A 2020 AWWA survey explored the US public’s
perceptions of drinking water, sampling a range of
demographics to get a comprehensive picture.
Overall confidence in tap water is positive, but the
water sector must address some issues to increase
public trust and understanding of water systems.
Communication is a powerful tool. A water utility
in Pennsylvania took cues from other utilities to
strengthen its customer outreach channels.
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W

hen AWWA set out to poll a US audience about their confidence in tap
water, it did so because there was concern about perceptions among water
customers. Had the national regard for public water
supplies been tainted by the issues that surfaced with
the 2014 lead contamination in Flint, Mich., and awareness campaigns of activist organizations?

Had the national regard for public
water supplies been tainted by the
2014 lead contamination in Flint,
Mich., and awareness campaigns
of activist organizations?

Survey Insights
AWWA’s survey, Public Perceptions of Tap Water, was
conducted by Morning Consult on June 10–13, 2020,
and was overseen by a steering committee of utility
leaders. The survey sample aimed for a broad range
of people, and of the 2,200 who were contacted, 1,940
were served by water utilities. Interviews took place
online and the data were weighted to approximate a
sample representative of US adults based on gender,
education, age, race, and geographic region.
The good news is that nearly four out of five
Americans served by a water utility think their water
is excellent or good. “It’s encouraging to see that
overall confidence in tap water is high in the United
States,” said AWWA chief executive officer David
LaFrance when the survey results were released. “We
hope this survey helps water professionals better understand consumer perceptions—both positive and
negative—so they can continue to address concerns
and strengthen public trust.”
While AWWA will use the results to provide insight
on expected discussions about possible adjustments
to the Safe Drinking Water Act, the survey also
revealed issues that can be directly addressed by
the water sector. In particular, Black and Hispanic
consumers reported lower levels of satisfaction than
White consumers, and they were also less confident
in the safety and quality of water.
Income was a factor as well, with the less affluent
having lower levels of satisfaction and confidence in

safety and quality. Figures 1–3 chart the responses to
three survey questions.
“The survey underscores that there is still a lot of
work to do to earn trust among Black and Hispanic
water consumers and among people with low and
middle incomes,” said AWWA president Melissa
Elliott after the survey results were released.
“Developing solutions to affordability challenges,
swiftly addressing water quality issues in disadvantaged communities, and improving communications
are key in building confidence in tap water.”

Consumer Confidence
Since the Consumer Confidence Rule took effect in the
United States in 1999, every community water system
has been required to develop an annual Consumer
Confidence Report (CCR). Most community water systems are required to deliver a CCR to customers, either
by mail or electronically, with the exception of some
small systems that can apply for waivers to post the
report publicly instead of delivering it to customers.
These reports are meant to convey the safety
(or lack thereof) of a given system’s water, but a
group convened by AWWA of water industry experts
and regulators that met in 2019 agreed that CCRs
aren’t widely read. On the other hand, according to a
2016 Kaiser Family Foundation Health Tracking Poll,
Americans ranked contaminated drinking water
third—just behind heroin abuse and cancer—as the
biggest risk to public health. The US Environmental
Protection Agency stated in its 2003 Gallup survey
that, since the vast majority of water systems were

Black and Hispanic consumers
reported lower levels of satisfaction
than White consumers, and they were
also less confident in the safety and
quality of water.

meeting federal standards, “a number of Americans
may be taking unnecessary and costly precautions” by
purchasing in-home treatment devices. AWWA asked
specific questions in this area through its 2020 Public
Perceptions Survey to help address these concerns and
bring new information to the conversation.
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On the topic of in-home treatment, respondents who reported
drinking filtered water weekly or
more often were asked to choose
a response that best described
why they drank filtered water.
Of adult water utility customers
who responded, 30% selected
safety and 26% selected taste as
their reason for drinking filtered
water. In addition, the survey
found that rural respondents
prioritized taste as the main
reason for filtering their water,
urbanites prioritized safety, and
those in suburban communities
were evenly split.
It was also noted that income
affected perception of a need for
in-home filtration rather than an
aesthetic reason, such as taste.
Lower-income adults were more
likely to report safety as their
reason for drinking filtered
water, while higher-income
adults reported taste as their
main driver.

Customer Satisfaction With Tap Water
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Figure 1

Customer Perception of Tap Water Safety

Staying in Touch
Of the 1,940 people participating
in the AWWA survey who were
served by a water utility, 1,363
reported drinking bottled water
at least once a week, with the
main reason being convenience.
But of those who already drink
bottled water, 52% believed it
was more desirable than tap
water for various reasons,
including taste, quality, safety,
and odor, and 24% said they
never drink their tap water. This
is consistent with similar surveys. For example, in its 2020
Water Utility Residential
Customer Satisfaction Study, J.D.
Power found that 25% of adults
surveyed didn’t drink tap water.
Regardless of who’s saying it,
these responses suggest that
consumer perceptions of drinking water need to be addressed.
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Figure 2

Customer Perception of Tap Water Quality
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Figure 3
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Recent Communications and Customer Perception
Recent Communications and Customer Perception
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Figure 4

Regular Communication Makes a Difference
Digging deeper into the survey results reveals relatively simple ways to improve the perception of a utility’s water, starting with bolstering or fine-tuning
communications. Figure 4 shows that respondents
who recalled any communications from their utility
in the past year were much more likely to give high

Digging deeper into the survey
results reveals relatively simple
ways to improve the perception of a
utility’s water, starting with bolstering
or fine-tuning communications.

ratings to safety, satisfaction, and quality than
respondents who didn’t recall hearing from their utility at all.
On the topic of safety, respondents were 60% more
likely to rate their utility as excellent if they had heard
from the utility in the past year, with similar but lower
levels when rated on quality and satisfaction. The time

frame during the past year didn’t change things
significantly—only that customers recalled communication at some point. Since only 28% of respondents recalled receiving any communication from their water
utility at all, it appears there’s room for improvement
when it comes to staying in touch with customers.
J.D. Power found similar results when trying to quantify customer satisfaction in relation to service. Using a
1,000-point scale for satisfaction, J.D. Power calculated
that customers who recalled a proactive communication from their water utility rated them 106 points
higher than customers who recalled no communication. Simple, proactive communication seems to be a
good strategy for building customer confidence. Also
from J.D. Power’s 2020 study, customers who recalled
receiving a CCR were 5% more likely to drink their tap
water, and those who used auto-payment and e-billing
had a 4.5% increase in customer satisfaction.
Learning by Example: Newsletters
Other utilities can provide good examples of what
works and what approaches they take to enhance communication with their customers. When the Municipal
Authority of Westmoreland County (MAWC; New
Stanton, Pa.) was evaluating ways to reach its customers directly, it learned that in Colorado, Denver Water
had recently started sending a weekly newsletter, TAP,
to customers.
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“In the face of a changing media landscape and future
water challenges, we wanted to proactively take our
stories directly to our customers and stakeholders,” said
Stacy Chesney, director of public affairs for Denver Water.
“It wasn’t enough to rely on pitching stories to the news
media in hopes of them picking it up. Launching denverwaterTAP.org has helped Denver Water lead conversations about water and share insightful news, features,
and commentary. Through TAP, we stay at the forefront
of water issues and build trust with the people we serve.”
Denver Water, which serves more than 1.5 million
people, employs staff to write its newsletter. MAWC,
which serves about 400,000, scaled that idea down to
fit its budget. MAWC uses freelance writers to compose memorable, newsy stories and features about
how water is used to attract customer “clicks” to the
email newsletter. Because writing and editing can take
time, MAWC thought paying $100 per story was a good
investment. The utility uses between three and seven
stories in its twice-a-year newsletter.

Some articles in MAWC’s newsletter are entertaining, such as an article on home brewing; other articles
are practical and instructive, such as those on cleaning
aerators and servicing a hot water tank’s sacrificial anode. And while the fun stories may lead more customers
to open an email, MAWC reported that readers click
through on the website four to 10 times more frequently
to read articles about improving water quality in homes
and businesses. Newsletters can also highlight awards,

Utilities often already have the
tools to give customers advance
notices—for example, when there is
a potential leak in the home, which is
usually from a toilet.

accomplishments of longtime staffers, and new programs and faces at a utility.
While MAWC has 121,000-plus potable water accounts and more than 26,000 wastewater accounts, it
has email addresses for only about 53,000 of its total accounts. The utility is working to increase that number.
A utility should set up a separate email domain
for its newsletter. If sent from a company account,
a handful of customers will mark it as spam, and
eventually other email messages could be diverted to
spam folders.

Confidence in Quality

The Municipal Authority of Westmoreland County posted this
photograph on its Facebook page with the message, “Your
water is safe, and Mary-Louise is taking samples, making sure
that it stays that way—all the way to your door. Essential, now
more than ever.” The post received replies such as “Thanks for
keeping us safe Mary Louise!” and “Good job, Mary Louise!”
Photo by Municipal Authority of Westmoreland

AWWA’s survey showed a weak point in reporting to
water customers about the frequency of water quality
tests; 49% of respondents weren’t very aware or were not
aware at all that water utilities test water frequently.
Utilities could tell customers how often they test their
water as compared with the frequency of testing at bottled water companies; this could be a way to address
the safety and quality concerns raised by those who
avoid drinking tap water.
When MAWC highlighted tests within its distribution system in an April post on Facebook, it attracted
about 10 times the attention of usual posts (see the photograph on this page). While some of that interest was
attributed to concern about the COVID-19 pandemic,
the response was enthusiastic.
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Repeat, Repeat, Repeat
Repetition is often key to memorable communication.
AWWA’s Trending in an Instant communications guide
states that repetition is reassuring. Research has proved
that people need to hear something at least three times
from a trusted source before complex information—or
information that goes against a previously formed and
ingrained opinion—is even heard.
When COVID-19 became an issue, MAWC used its
newsletter, website, and social media accounts to convey

Regardless of the goals for outreach
or methods used, utilities will benefit
themselves and their customers by
making regular, informative, clear
communication a priority.

that its water was still safe and not a means of transmitting SARS-CoV2. Communications included descriptions,
photos, and videos that reinforced this message. When it
came time to publish its post-COVID-shutdown flushing
instructions, MAWC sent the instructions, along with a
helpful video from Louisville Water in Kentucky, to business groups, the 90-plus municipalities it serves, and all
of the Facebook community groups in its service area.
According to President Elliott, “We need to do a better job of reaching water consumers in ways that are
meaningful to them and through the communication
channels they prefer.”
Utilities often already have the tools to give customers advance notices—for example, when there is
a potential leak in the home, which is usually from a
toilet. MAWC uses its robo-call emergency tool to notify
customers about 30% higher-than-normal consumption
before they receive their water bill. The call suggests
looking for a toilet leak and offers to connect the customer with a customer service agent. This advance
notice sometimes comes up to a week before the bill
arrives, so customers can investigate the situation and
respond immediately, which they often appreciate.
MAWC does the same for customers who have failed
to pay their bills for any reason. These customers
receive a call before they are sent written notice, and
about a third of this group opt to be connected to a customer service representative and pay their bill.

Making Customer Connection a Priority
Following examples from peer utilities and industry leaders, MAWC recently worked on making its CCR easier to
understand. Using graphical cues, customers can now
clearly see if any federal or state water quality standards
aren’t met, or in MAWC’s case, that all standards continue to be met.
MAWC promotes its payment portal through its newsletter and an occasional social media advertisement.
As noted earlier, availability of auto-pay or e-billing has
been shown to correlate to greater customer satisfaction.
To highlight its capital improvements, which also influence
customer satisfaction, MAWC gathers information from multiple departments monthly. It updates projects on its Leaks &
Projects Map twice a year. Leaks appear "live," or are updated
as they happen. The idea is to convey how MAWC addresses
vital infrastructure in its service area, turning service interruptions into a means to better connect with customers.
It’s important for utilities to be aware of public perceptions of their tap water. And regardless of the goals for
outreach or methods used, utilities will benefit themselves and their customers by making regular, informative, clear communication a priority.
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AWWA Resources
• Trending in an Instant. AWWA. 2019. www.awwa.org/PolicyAdvocacy/Communications-Outreach [AWWA membership
login required].
• Four Ps for Effective Communication. Dearing Smith K. 2019.
Journal AWWA. 111:7:54. https://doi.org/10.1002/awwa.1325
• Public Buy-In: We Can’t Succeed Without It. Kubick K.
2016. Journal AWWA. 108:4:18. https://doi.org/10.5942/
jawwa.2016.108.0041
• Changing Public Perception About Water Purification.
Steirer M. 2012. Opflow. 38:12:8. https://doi.org/10.5991/
OPF.2012.38.0079
These resources have been supplied by Journal AWWA staff. For
information on these and other AWWA resources, visit www.
awwa.org.
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