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Benefits:

• Understand the theory behind emotional connections and relationship-building

• Enhance trust and generate a cushion of goodwill for times of crisis

• Increase customer advocacy and foster positive customer interactions

• Encourage positive behavioral change to realize operational efficiencies

• Secure public support for new strategies, programs, rates and investments

• Assess current performance on engagement efforts

• Identify the next steps for improving customer relationships
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Abstract:

There is a growing body of evidence that highlights the important role of emotions in
driving human behavior and decision-making. This report details how clean water agencies
(CWAs) can leverage emotional motivators in public engagement programs to create long
standing relationships with the community.

Drawing upon multidisciplinary research, interviews with leading clean water agencies and
global marketing experts, and a statistical analysis of customer opinions, our research
demonstrates that an emotional connection matters. Our research provides practical
guidance for clean water agencies to connect with customers and build strong relationships
based on a shared understanding of the value of water.

The application of our research on emotions has the potential to make the water industry
an exemplary case on how to transform industry perceptions and connect with customers in
new and meaningful ways. The work may also serve as a reference point for other
industries seeking to create ‘connected customers’ through the integration of emotions in
engagement efforts.
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Public education, engagement, and outreach
with the community are vital practices for
water utilities to generate public trust, gain
support for their work, encourage water
stewardship, and increase customer advocacy.
As water sustainability challenges continue to
grow, there is now a greater need than ever
for the industry to build strong customer
relationships, built on a shared understanding
of the importance of water to people’s lives.
How then can water utilities foster strong
relationships? They must proactively build
relationships and strive to connect with people
on a deeper level. To do so requires
knowledge not just of the science of water, but
also of the emotions that drive people’s
behavior and decision-making. Based on
multidisciplinary research, interviews with
leading utilities and senior marketing
executives, and the survey responses of over
one thousand utility customers, this research
shows that an emotional connection matters.
This project offers a practical guide and tools
for the industry to take action.

EXECUTIVE 
SUMMARY
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There is a growing body of literature that
highlights the important role of emotions in
driving human behavior and decision-making.
Contrary to classical economic theory, recent
research suggests that human decisions are
not always ‘optimal’ and based on a rational
analysis of outcomes, but rather they are
influenced heavily by feelings and emotions.
Moreover, it is recognized that while reason
leads to logical conclusions, emotion leads to
action. This represents a highly valuable
opportunity for public engagement efforts that
seek to change people’s attitudes and
behavior towards scarce resources such as
water.

INTRODUCTION
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The purpose of this report is to
understand how clean water agencies
(CWAs), who have recently rebranded
away from ‘wastewater’ and ‘sewerage
utilities’ to represent the positive work
that they do, can leverage emotional
motivators to create deeper connections
that build sustainable customer
relationships. Although the study of
emotions and how they influence human
behavior is an established concept that
has been researched in fields such as
psychology, behavioral economics and
marketing and used to drive profitability in
the private sector, it has rarely been
applied explicitly to the utilities sector.

Emotions, whether positive or negative,
affect the way that we think and act in a
variety of social and personal contexts.1
Although in the literature there is no
commonly agreed definition of what
emotions are, they are most often
explained through reference to a list -
anger, disgust, fear, joy, sadness and
surprise.2 Emotions play an important role
in shaping the relationships between
customers and the organizations they
interact with. For water utilities, there are
many opportunities to connect on an
emotional level with customers and share
positive experiences – such as protecting
the environment, safeguarding the future
supply of water, and taking pride in local
water assets. Establishing an emotional
connection, meaning that motivations are
aligned and help customers fulfill their
deep desires, is of vital importance.3 A
reliance on scientific facts alone is not
enough when trying to create an
understanding of public decision making
and building trust. Understanding how
CWAs can emotionally connect with their
customers on the facts may be the key to
generating greater public understanding
and trust and building stronger customer
relationships..

Based on multidisciplinary research,
interviews with leading CWAs and senior
marketing executives, and the survey
responses of over one thousand utility
customers, our analysis shows that:

• An emotional connection matters.
Emotions can be built into strategies to
develop and sustain customer
relationships, leading to beneficial
outcomes such as enhanced
understanding, positive behavioral
change, increased customer advocacy
and higher levels of public trust.

• Only one third of customers feel a
personal connection to their local utility.

• Although some participating utilities
have done extensive customer
research, very few have explicitly
discussed emotions as part of this
process. Only 13% have performed
campaigns that had the specific aim of
connecting emotionally.

• The factors that significantly boost a
customer feeling a connection are -
awareness of the utility, feeling that
outreach activities are connected to
community values, feeling empowered
by knowledge, feeling involved in
community life, and their willingness to
participate in events or consultations.

When it comes to creating sustainable
customer relationships that endure in the
long-term, emotions are a critical aspect.
For all kinds of organizations, strong
emotional attachment and bonding with
customers leads to positive outcomes.
What really matters is finding strategic
alignment between the values of both the
customer and the organization. Getting to
an advanced level of connection is an
incremental process, similar to what
happens with personal relationships.

Introduction
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Economic theory has traditionally assumed
that people make choices in a rational way,
seeking to maximize the ‘utility’ or usefulness
obtained from any decision. Yet a growing
body of research from the fields of psychology
and behavioral finance, in addition to scientific
studies of the brain, demonstrate that many
non-rational factors influence how we make
decisions. In fact, decisions often follow the
effects of psychological, social, cognitive and
emotional factors, with some research
suggesting that decision making can be up to
30% rational and 70% emotional.

IMPORTANCE OF 
EMOTIONS
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Combined evidence from a broad range of
disciplines including behavioral economics,
psychology, and social science shows that
emotions play a key role in human
behavior and decision making. Coupled
with practical insights from our customer
survey and interviews with industry
experts, there is a clear and compelling
case for considering emotional motivators.

A summary of significant findings from the
past 35 years of research on decisions and
emotions concludes that “emotions
constitute powerful, pervasive, and
predictable drivers of decision making."4

People do not make decisions in an
entirely rational way since they cannot
attain all the information needed to make
the decision, and even if they could, they
could not process it all.5 Decisions are
influenced by many non-rational factors,
such as the way that choices are
presented to us, or framing.6 Some
researchers have even gone so far as to
claim decision making can be up to 30%
rational and 70% emotional.7 Finally,
neuroscience has demonstrated that
emotions are integral to human decision-
making and provide vital support to the
reasoning process, suggesting that
emotion and reason are not antagonistic
forces but rather heavily interlinked.8

The work of two key social scientists in
particular has shown how humans make
decisions based on fact and emotion. In
his book ‘Thinking Fast and Slow,'
Professor Daniel Kahneman’s delves into
the difference in thinking processes. While
‘system 1’ involves the quick, instinctive
reactions and instantaneous decisions that
govern most of our lives, ‘system 2’ is the

deliberate type of thinking involved in
focus, consideration, reasoning or
analysis. Similarly, Professor Paul Slovic’s
work described a concept known as the
‘affect heuristic,' which in its most basic
form proves how images, marked by
positive and negative affective feelings
guide one’s judgment and decision-
making. 9

In the corporate world, leading businesses
have been able to build a competitive
advantage from focusing on the powerful
role of emotions. Research from the
Harvard Business Review exemplifies the
valuable outcomes that can be derived
from having emotionally connected
customers, for example calculating that
‘connected’ customers generate 52%
more annual value than highly ‘satisfied’
customers.10 Deeper emotional
connections are identified as an important
source of growth and profitability, being a
driver of value-creating behaviors such as
customer loyalty, greater brand advocacy,
and achieving a price premium.11

Emotions can be applied to any context
where organizations seek to motivate
individuals towards desirable outcomes. In
the field of marketing for instance, data-
driven evidence shows that emotion is the
fuel that powers brand energy.

“A powerful brand positively correlates 
with outcomes like preference, 
purchase, willingness to pay a 
premium, and advocacy, all of which 
drive revenue and profit." 12

Importance of Emotions
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Despite evidence that emotions are critical
to building customer relationships, only
13% of utilities in our sample have a
strategic approach to integrating
emotions. Why? There may be reluctance
to give greater prominence to emotional
factors because they are not commonly
understood as being scientific or process
driven. This may be compounded in the
utilities sector, where science, engineering
and mathematical backgrounds are
prevalent. The overarching goal of our
work is to provide utilities with a robust
approach to drive deeper and more
valuable connections with their customers,
so that clear and accurate information is
given in a manner that engages both
heart and mind. This is science too.

Ultimately, when organizations understand
the importance of emotions they realize
that the way they engage with the public
can either reinforce positive emotions or
create negative ones, drive desirable
behaviors such as conserving water, and
foster strong and mutually beneficial
relationships with customers in the long-
term.

Beyond the corporate world, campaigns
by charities have long leveraged emotions
to encourage positive behavioral change.
Significant research has been conducted
on what factors lead to pro-environmental
behavior, which shows that ‘internal’
factors such as emotions are important,
and that simply increasing environmental
knowledge is not enough to drive action.13

An appreciation of the existence and
importance of customer emotions for both
corporations and charities raises the
important question of how organizations
such as a CWAs might pursue
opportunities to leverage emotional
motivators to build mutually beneficial
relationships. Interactions between CWAs
and their customers can be analyzed to
determine the impact that the
organizational activity has on the
emotions of the customers, and in turn,
the impact that the behavioral response to
these emotions has on the organization.
As many emotional motivators can
influence behavior, the challenge becomes
to identify which emotions matter most to
different people and under which
circumstances. It is vital to understand
that a successful strategy for one
organization may not be successful for
another, and therefore the emotional
motivators to focus on depend on the
maturity level of the existing relationships
with customers.

In practice, emotions and the resulting
action make the difference between the
customer that donates time or money to a
local community initiative because they
feel empowered to combat an
environmental problem, and the customer
that lodges a series of public complaints
because they feel angry with poor
customer service.14

10



Maybe I haven’t joined 
the dots in this way 
before, but we are 
definitely trying to create 
an emotional connection 
with our customers. We 
are asking the question -
how can we connect 
them with the vital 
services they are paying 
for?”
- Santa Rosa Water
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Water is a vital resource for everyone on the
planet. Given its pivotal role in our lives, water
may invoke strong emotions. Emotions such
as a sense of safety, assurance in the future,
or a feeling of vitality can provide CWAs with a
natural opportunity to form a relationship with
customers around the long-term value of
water. However, many customers admit to
lacking a personal connection or even feeling
negatively towards the CWA that provides
their home. Communications strategies that
consciously consider the role of emotions in
engagement could provide the answer to
forging strong connections with customers.

EMOTIONS AND 
WATER

12



For all people on the planet, water is a
vital natural resource that may invoke
strong emotions such as a feeling of
vitality, a sense of security, or confidence
in the future. This provides a natural
opportunity for CWAs to engage
customers around the long-term value of
water. Yet many customers do not feel a
personal connection towards the agency
that services their home, and often can
experience negative emotions that could
be overcome through well-thought out
communications strategies.

Emotions and Water

93%
Believe it is their 
duty to protect 
the environment

92%
Feel it is important 
to reflect on how 
water affects their 
local environment

What do customers say? 

beginning of a renewed global effort to
transform the world into a better place for
all humanity, including Goal 6 - Clean
Water and Sanitation.

On a global scale water issues are
undoubtedly attracting more attention,
and our survey results show that the
same is true at the local level. 92% of
respondents feel that it is important to
reflect on how water affects their local
environment.

“A lot of the main characters in our area 
have a triple-bottom line approach. We've 
been able to grow that as a community 
and now it's in everybody's mindset, no 
matter what we're doing. It would be hard 
to find a business in this area without a 
sustainability plan”
– City of Grand Rapids, Environmental 
Services Department

Ultimately, thinking about emotions could
provide the missing link to forging strong
relationships with customers.

Protecting the planet, its natural
resources, and its populations is a global
concern. Current large-scale challenges
such as water scarcity and climate change
are increasingly factored into the thoughts
and decision-making of individuals,
organizations, and authorities. The launch
of the United Nations Sustainable
Development Goals in 2015 marked the
…..

As CWAs already have a direct link to the
environment and local communities, they
are extremely well suited to adopt
strategies that seek to communicate the
long-term value of water and how the
services they provide contribute towards
achieving a sustainable future.

Water… “should be recycled for 
appropriate use.”

Water is… “A valuable resource 
that must be purified and 

reused.”
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Context: Faced with impending regulations from the State of California in
2010, Sacramento is being required to make significant upgrades to their
wastewater treatment plant by 2023.

Action: In order to engage with the public over the project, the utility hired a
public relations firm to help them develop a communications plan around this
particular project. Surveys and focus groups were undertaken to find out what
type of messages would resonate with their customers. Having decided upon
an underlying environmental message with science at the core, the overall
branding of the project was changed from “Advanced Wastewater Treatment
Plant” to “EchoWater."

Benefits: The new branding conveys the function of the treatment plant in a
manner that is more descriptive of its actual function by comparing the
discharge of clean water as an “echo."

The use of more emotive language aligning the project’s purpose to provide a
cleaner environment with that of their customers, has seen subsequent
complaints related to the utility’s work decrease.

The Public Affairs Manager at Sacramento explained that over a period of the
last three years, the number of complaints has reduced by up to 88% as
people understand environmental benefits that the project will bring.

Sacramento Regional County Sanitation District – Echo 
Water Project15
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The work carried out by CWAs affects people’s
daily lives and is a key foundation of
community development and prosperity. Yet
for a variety of reasons, many agencies
struggle to connect and build lasting
relationships with customers. Our research
shows that only one third of customers feel a
personal connection to their local utility. To
better connect with customers, agencies
should pay attention to the language and
imagery they use, seek to humanize messages
by telling stories that involve local people, and
share messages that are highly relevant and
easy to understand. Building strong
relationships requires getting to know
customers and how interactions may be
shaped by the emotions that form part of daily
life.

EMOTIONS 
TOWARDS CLEAN 
WATER AGENCIES
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CWAs from the outset face challenges in
creating strong customer relationships
through emotional connections to water.
Regulatory pressures, coupled with time
and resource constraints, often drive
reactive decision-making to respond to
issues as they arise. Planned
communications and outreach, while
proving effective, tend to be technically
orientated and project-specific, meaning
that people’s connection to the agency
can dissipate after the project is complete.
Overall, efforts tend to focus on
maintaining respectable public relations
and reputations through education and
information, rather than seeking to
establish relationships, meaning that the
importance of the emotional needs of
customers is broadly under-appreciated.
Such educational and informative material
can often be communicated in a manner
which fails to harness any emotional
connection – and in general, CWAs spend
little time assessing why their
communications might be failing.

We used our customer survey and
interviews with participating utilities and
marketing experts to better understand
the emotional connection between
customers and CWAs, and what would
make customers feel better about some of
the most common interactions.

A key finding from our survey was that
only 33% of respondents agreed that they
feel a personal connection to their local
utility. This was despite an overwhelming
majority of customers (85%) agreeing
that they understand why the work
carried out by the utility is important.
These findings reiterate that there can be
a stark difference between customers
understanding rational information about
their CWA, and actually feeling
emotionally connected. Why is this the
case?

Language and imagery 

One important challenge for CWA’s is the
frequent and widescale usage of language
and imagery that leaves customers feeling
negative emotions. Recent research has
pointed towards the widespread use of
stigmatized language in the industry that
induces negative emotional reactions such
as feelings of disgust.16 Words such as
wastewater, sewage, and contaminant can
evoke strong negative emotions that
actually blockade the acceptance of
rational and science-based facts. As a
result, seemingly logical conclusions from
scientific facts are undermined. In other
words, when negative emotions conflict
with rationally positive information, this
leads to confusion and sub-optimal
outcomes. However, in recognition of the
power of emotive language, several
………….

Emotions towards Clean Water Agencies

33%
Feel a personal 
connection to their 
utility

85%
Understand why 
the work carried 
out by the utility is 
important

Creating a personal connection
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leading organizations have rebranded
away from calling themselves
“wastewater” or “sewerage” utilities,
towards more positive names such as
“clean water agencies." The language
reminds us of purity—a better reflection of
the innovative water treatment and
recovery capabilities of the agencies.

Public perceptions 

Many customers display signs of
emotional distance, stemming from
perceptions that decisions are far removed
from society and that utilities associated
with the government are highly
bureaucratic. However, advancements in
technology provide new avenues to
develop emotional connections with
customers. Social media enables two-way
communication and online communities.

Our interviewees found that sharing
pictures and stories about the real-life
experiences of workers with ‘boots on the
ground’ has been a successful way to
reshape public perceptions and attitudes
towards them. Similarly, educational
material and activities such as tours of
treatment plants that showcase the
benefits of water treatment and
technology from real world perspectives
can create changed positive perceptions of
the work that utilities do.

Lack of awareness

Many customers have little knowledge or
attachment towards the existence of their
service provider, because in many cases
….

they do not get to choose who their
provider is. It may seem obvious, but to
build strong customer relationships,
organizations need to ensure that
customers know they exist! While
connections are more easily established
for companies with large marketing
budgets selling products with brand labels
attached, this may not be so
straightforward for CWAs. One utility we
interviewed revealed that very few
customers (only 6%) could recall their
organization’s name when asked who was
responsible for their sewer collection
service, and almost one in five
respondents said they were unsure who
provided their service.

Need for an individualized approach

Findings from our interviews also identify
the need for CWAs to be conscious of and
sensitive to the experience of customers.
For example, customers located in water
abundant regions have many positive
emotions towards water (e.g., from
feeling great pride in local assets such as
rivers, lakes, and coastlines; and deriving
enjoyment from opportunities to fish, sail,
canoe and so forth).

The more individuals see water in their
life, the more they have a conscious
appreciation for it being there. Thus, in
these areas, water is understood to be the
“lifeblood of the community” which leads
to emotional ties to water being closer to
the surface.

17

“Knowing what they do is nice, but 
first I need to know that they exist.”

“I know so little 
about wastewater. It 
would appeal to me 
if there was a family 
friendly event that 
educated the entire 

family.”

“I don’t know what 
wastewater is. I suppose it’s 

exactly what the word 
means – water runoff that is 

no longer being used.”



Context: In 2009, the new CEO at DC Water and Sewer Authority (DC WASA)
realized that many customers did not fully know and value the essential
services they provide to people’s homes.

Action: The CEO decided that better communication with customers was
needed to create understanding and support for the essential work carried out
by the agency and its employees, as well as the need for infrastructure
modernization. Alongside a rebranding to “DC Water," the agency adopted a
communications strategy based on transparency and constant dialogue. A new
website launched, showing customers the latest news, service notices,
scheduled events and blog posts. DC Water also fully embraced social media
to extend their reach and interaction with customers, whether this be on
Instagram, Facebook, YouTube or Twitter. In 2018, DC hosted the grand
opening of a major water structure, the Anacostia Tunnel – and to make sure
that everyone could be a part of the unveiling, used Facebook Live to stream
the event.

Benefits: DC Water’s communications approach, particularly through social
media, has given the organisation a method to easily and quickly interact with
its customers. Greater levels of transparency have not only given the public
the opportunity to engage with DC Water in asking questions and having an
open discussion, but have given them the chance to witness the value of the
work that they do. The live Facebook stream for example reached more than
2,549 people and had a total of 800 viewers tuning in from various states
across America, and even internationally.

DC Water – Using social media to extend outreach17
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On the other hand, customers situated in
regions where water is naturally scarce
(e.g., Arizona), may not express this
same sense of pride in local water assets,
which could be explained by simply not
seeing water in many positive contexts. In
these regions it is often at times of crisis
when the emotional connection is
apparent, because people become
affected personally. Existing literature
supports this view, and suggests that
people who experience environmental
damage express a stronger emotional
reaction to them.18 However, utilities can
help foster an ongoing sense of pride and
connection to water by proactively
demonstrating the value of water to the
community. For example, the AZ Pure
Water Brew Challenge, a statewide
campaign in Arizona was organized by a
range of water professionals representing
local governments, water utilities,
academia and private partners to better
inform Arizonians about water issues,
water reuse and technologies currently
available to purify recycled wastewater
and produce high-quality drinking water.

To raise awareness, brewers throughout
the state were asked to produce beer with
the Pure Water and to compete for prizes
in the Pure Brew Challenge in September
of last year at the National Water Reuse
Symposium.19 Initiatives such as these are
helping to build connections between
utilities and customers around the value
of water.

Knowing the customer

Many customers expressed a desire for
more relevant and concise outreach to
meet their needs. Customers expressed
their desire to be more connected but also
to balance this against bigger priorities
such as family life and work.

How can utilities know their customers
better? Big data can unlock in-depth and
tailored information about individual
customers and their behavior patterns.

“I look at all the amazing stuff that people
are doing with big data such as predictive
analytics. We can target messages so
much better than we used to be able to. If
there is something we can harness there,
that could certainly help us.” – Utility

Feel that knowing about 
potential changes in 
advance would make 
them feel more positive 
about what's to come

86%

Thinking about bills…

One of the most important interactions
between customers and CWAs occurs at
the point of billing. Qualitative responses
from customers highlight that they
commonly experience emotions such as
uncertainty over future rate increases,
confusion about how bills are calculated,
and stress or anger that prices keep
changing. When thinking about bills, the
majority of the customers (86%) feel that
knowing about potential changes in
advance would make them feel more
positive about what is to come. The same
number of survey respondents would feel
reassured if they received an scientific or
technical explanation when a CWA is
responding to a new water problem. Such
an explanation could use graphics and
explain how the project relates to the daily
lives of the customer.

19



What our research shows 
is that people are going 
out on the river. They are 
using kayaks on it or 
using the natural area 
close to the river for 
recreation. As such, they 
are more supportive of 
the investments in water 
infrastructure that we are 
making. In other words, 
they have an emotional 
connection to the 
outdoors, to nature.” 
- Clean Water Services

20



Context: Santa Margarita Water District (SMWD) in California formerly lacked
an overarching communications method, sending non-tailored messages that
could be irrelevant to large swathes of its customer base. Although the utility
sent monthly bill inserts to customers, there was no way of ascertaining their
effectiveness.

Action: SMWD began using a software named ‘WaterSmart’ to help promote
its annual water festival, a technology that draws upon a combination of
digital communications, data analytics and cloud computing to improve global
water management. By leveraging intelligence that already exists within the
utility’s dataset, SMWD were able to target outreach to different recipients via
email, text and automated voice based upon customer characteristics such as
location or water use.

Benefits: The message content was able to be personalized, allowing SMWD to
more easily connect with its customer base through messages that they
actually care about, whilst its effectiveness could be traced by reach, opens
and clicks. As a result of the initiative, customer outreach messages for the
promotion of the annual water festival averaged a 40-45% open rate – greatly
surpassing the industry standard 15% open rate.

Santa Margarita – WaterSmart 20
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Trust

Increasing evidence from research has
shown that employees are trusted much
more than CEOs or other executives when
messaging around crises (37% more
trusted), industry issues (32% more
trusted) or employee/customer relations
(53% more trusted).21 We found similar
results in our analysis of open ended
questions included in the survey, where
customers explained that they valued
hearing from all employees.

Social proof

84%

Feel more included if the 
community has been 
consulted before new 
infrastructure investments, 
even if they are not directly 
consulted.

Our survey has shown that 84% of
customers feel more included if the
community has been consulted about new
infrastructure investments, even if they
are not directly consulted themselves.
This reflects the theory of ‘social proof’
which explains how people respond to
unfamiliar scenarios by assuming that
other people possess more knowledge
about the situation.22 CWAs can
potentially leverage this finding by
ensuring that people know that
representatives of the local community
have been consulted on topics that they
could provide meaningful input on.

A different mindset

More holistic strategies that emphasize
the ‘why’ behind the agency’s actions
more broadly and align with community
values are starting to emerge. Yet
understanding what people really value
and as a result, how to ‘connect’ with
………

them can be hard to measure and
implement for CWAs. Moreover, being a
highly technical industry with a workforce
that originates predominantly from
science, engineering, and mathematical
backgrounds often fosters a highly
rational mindset. As one interviewee
commented, “in the water industry,
emotion is something that disappeared in
engineering school." Yet, as the General
Manager at a leading agency, Clean Water
Services, explains “agencies need to open
hearts to open minds. You can’t connect
with people’s heads until you have
connected with their hearts." To reveal
what truly resonates with people on an
emotional level may require traditional
customer engagement and feedback
mechanisms to be planned under a
different lens. Yet CWAs often have
difficulty funding communications
programs that can make meaningful
connections. These programs can be
defined as frivolous and non-essential.
Yet, they are the key to understanding.

There are several examples of CWAs that
have started investing in resources and
building capabilities to improve customer
relationships and to overcome inherent
challenges. These efforts are not always
understood to be ‘connecting with
emotions,' nevertheless the desired
outcome is the same.

“Our utility’s yearly newsletter has all 
sorts of figures and numbers about 

different chemicals in water and how they 
are meeting or beating certain targets. It 
would be better if the utility would explain 

in layman terms the effect of all their 
work, rather than just provide statistics. 
It is hard to understand the significance 

of these number.”
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Context: As many CWAs will confirm, the disposal of grease down pipes and
‘flushable’ wipes into the plumbing system are major causes of sewer backups
and overflows.

Action: In the hope of promoting and reinforcing good habits and
understanding the need to keep the drains clean, Baltimore City Department
of Public Works (DPW) introduced ‘The Clean Drain Campaign.’ For every
resident making a pledge to keep fats, oil and grease out of the drain and
wipes out of the toilet; Baltimore promised to allocate a cash donation from a
pool of $6,000 raised amongst partners including the likes of ‘Walmart’ and
‘Ridges to Reefs’ to one of 10 participating food pantries.

Benefits: The campaign successfully drove behavioral change through
harnessing emotions of compassion – motivating people to live up their ideal
self-image of someone who is caring and willing to help others. Over a period
of one month, through the engagement with partners in the community, the
initiative secured nearly 650 pledges from local residents. Not only has this
benefitted the hungry, it has helped spread the utility’s message of the
importance of clean drains.
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IMPROVING 
COMMUNICATION 
WITH CUSTOMERS

There are many potential benefits of
establishing stronger customer relationships.
The foundation of any strong relationship is
good communication. CWAs should strive to
create an environment in which clear and
accurate information can be conveyed and
understood by the public. As part of this
process, the potential emotional responses of
customers should be considered, particularly
when trying to communicate scientific or
technical information, and when informing the
public about decisions that have been made
about the future.
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Many benefits can be realized from strong
relationships with customers, such as
increased levels of trust, brand advocacy,
and commitments to act in a way that
aligns with the goals of the organization.
As is the case with building any
relationship, good communication is
critical. Recognizing the importance of
both emotional and rational factors that
shape interactions may be the key to
success. By connecting emotionally with
customers, CWAs may find it easier to
create strategies that inspire people to
recognize and participate in protecting the
long-term value of water and related
services. The overarching goal is to create
an environment within which clear
accurate information can be conveyed and
understood.

So how are some leading CWAs building
their connections with customers? They
are moving beyond the transactional level
(where customers would say ‘you do the
work, I’ll pay my bill’), towards
engagement and connection—creating a
….

Key potential 
benefits for CWAs:

(1) Enables more holistic decision-making.

(2) Motivates positive behavioral change to realize operational 
efficiencies (e.g., customers know what not to throw down the 
sink) 

(3) Increases customer advocacy and long-term rate support

(4) Reduces level of complaints from customers 

(5) Increases understanding of the value of water and the 
services carried out by a utility

(6) Establishes a cushion of goodwill for times of crisis

(7) Generates stronger relationships with the community and 
customers, based on trust 

(8) Gains public support for new strategies, programs, rates and 
investments

place of empathy, understanding and
respect—where higher quality and more
meaningful interactions take place,
ultimately leading to shifts in perceptions
and behavior. They are realizing that it is
not enough to only reach out to customers
when asking them to pay a bill or to
support new infrastructure plans. Instead,
proactive and regular communication is
taking place. For example, our interviews
revealed numerous outreach efforts in
which colorful mascots, cartoon figures
and water heroes have been used to
educate, all while making people smile.
They have transformed messages
encouraging people not to throw grease
down the sink or wipes down the toilet
into epic stories with personality that build
emotional connections. Furthermore, the
connection established often acts as an
entry point to talk about the larger
conversation around the work that CWAs
do. Finally, leading CWAs often
communicate outcomes—such as talking
about the pure water that results from
advanced treatment processes.

Improving Communication with Customers
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Encouragingly, results from our customer
survey show that respondents display a
willingness to engage more frequently
with their CWA. Most customers (56%) did
not agree with the statement “I only want
to hear from my Utility when it's
absolutely necessary (e.g., for bills)."
However, while emotions should be an
integral part of community outreach, our
interviews have shown that only 13% of
CWAs have a strategic approach in this
regard. Even unintentionally, every
outreach will generate a certain feeling or
reaction from customers, but its success
will depend on how well thought out the
emotions aspect is.

The process of experiencing opens the
mind and allows customers to gain more
of an engagement to the work that the
utility does. Experiential learning is a
great way for organizations to connect
directly with customers and increase
awareness of what they are promoting.
Experiential strategies encourage
communication on a more personal level,
allowing for a stronger degree of
emotional engagement. Putting on an
event for example can offer a chance to
provide customers with a positive
experience, leading to a deeper
understanding of the value of the work
that they do.24 For this reason, we found
that of the fifteen leading CWAs
interviewed, close to 70% offered the
public the opportunity to tour their
operating facilities. The case studies in the
following pages represent innovative cases
where CWA’s have built an emotional
connection through the process of
experience and learning that expand the
mind.

85%
Understand why 
the work carried 
out by the utility is 
important

“I know so little about 
wastewater. It would 
appeal to me if there 
was a family friendly 

event that educated the 
entire family.”

“Usually, nothing at all. 
Until something goes 

wrong. Then I feel a great 
amount of stress!”

“Knowing what they do is 
nice, but first I need to 
know that they exist.”

How do customers feel towards their utility? 
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Context: Clean Water Services wanted to use a popular pastime, the craft
beer phenomenon, to create a conversation and to open the door to rational
thought regarding potable reuse.

Action: In a region with an abundance of craft brewers, they identified that
many locals feel an affiliation to beer and a sense of pride in local products.
As a result, they embarked on an ambitious project to brew their own beer
out of purified reused water, in partnership with local organizations. Craft
brewing competitions were organized together with several sponsors—hoping
to connect with people on something that they already valued.

Benefits: The project gave Clean Water Services the visibility to demonstrate
their advanced techniques, showcasing how “we can clean water up to this
standard." At the same time, a key benefit was that partner organizations
promoting the initiative gave additional credibility. Having been featured in
over 600 news stories, the campaign has gained vast recognition. Rather
than merely a contest to source the regions tastiest brew, the campaign
successfully had people talking about how a vital resource can be re-used
thanks to the work of Clean Water Services. The resulting conversations
were about the quality of the water and not about its history.
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Context: Alex Renew wanted to reach out to a younger audience and educate
school children about the water cleaning process and the value of water.

Action: The agency decided to go for a colorful humanlike hero, enthused by
her passion for protecting clean water character, an approach that provided
kids with a personal role model that they could look up to and learn from. Alex
Renew’s ‘water-cleaning, nitrogen-eating’ hero Moxie travels to different water
events (such as ‘Water Discovery Day’) and schools in the region, informing
kids in an engaging manner through drawing upon the fun elements of
science, technology, engineering, art and math. ‘Moxie’s Monthly Story Hour’
hosted in the utility’s educational lobby (in which Moxie reads out a relevant
children’s novel) offers a further element from which children can learn. She is
also an active character streamed across their social media channels.

Benefits: The initiative provides children with the opportunity to learn and
engage over the work that Alex Renew does. Having a greater knowledge and
interest in the value of water from an early age can serve to build early
foundations of an emotional connection to the value of water.

28

Alexandria Renew – Moxie (water-cleaning, nitrogen-eating hero)



Today, developing strong customer
relationships based on a deeper understanding
of their needs is a highly valuable strategic
move for CWAs, which can create long-term
value for both the water industry and local
communities. Going forward, a strategic
framework is needed to guide agencies
towards the actions that will be the most
impactful in enhancing customer relationships.
We have developed a self-assessment tool for
CWAs, enabling them to understand their
current level of progress towards a strategic
framework consisting of three key stages – (1)
building awareness, (2) establishing common
ground, and (3) creating engagement.

TOWARDS A 
STRATEGIC 

FRAMEWORK
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Towards a Strategic Framework
In an age where organizations constantly
compete for customer attention through
traditional and digital forms of
communication, placing greater attention
on the quality of interactions that remove
barriers to rational decision making is
critical. Regardless of the communication
channel (technology, face to face, over the
phone), the most critical step is to
understand the type of interactions that
have the potential to enable
understanding and create an emotional
connection with customers.

As part of the foundations to develop a
strategic framework for CWAs, we
performed a statistical analysis to
understand the different elements that will
create a more connected customer base.
The diagram below summarizes significant
results.

What affects the 
likelihood of customers 

feeling personally 
connected to their local 

utility?

1.3 x
2 x

2.3 x

1.2 x
Involvement 
in community 

life

Involvement in 
consultation 

process 

Outreach 
connects with 
community 

values

Awareness of 
the utility’s 

work

…more likely to feel a personal connection
30



Results snapshot

• By increasing the level of awareness
of the work that the utility does,
customers are 2.3 times more likely
to feel more personally connected to
their local utility

• By increasing a customer’s feeling
that their utility’s outreach
activities are connected to
community values, they are 2
times more likely to feel personally
connected to their local utility

• By increasing the feeling of being
empowered when someone
explains the why and how of
things, customers are 1.2 times
more likely to feel a personal
connection to their local utility

• By increasing the feeling of being
involved in the community life in
the local area, customers are 1.2
times more likely to feel a personal
connection to their local utility

• By increasing the desire of
personally being involved in the
consultation process, customers
are 1.3 times more likely to feel
personally connected to their local
utility

Significance for strategy?

Our results provide evidence that
certain actions will have a more
significant effect in triggering a
feeling of personal connection
between customers and the CWAs.
Based on the analysis, a focus on
increasing awareness of the work that
the utility does, signaling an
understanding and connection to
community values and clearly
…..

explaining why and how the CWA operates
are the actions that will be the most
impactful in creating personal
connections.

These are still preliminary findings, and
further research is required that utilizes
survey instruments specifically designed
to examine causal effects between CWA
actions and customer decisions and
actions. Still, the application of our
research findings has the potential to
make the water industry an exemplary
case on how to transform industry
perceptions and connect with customers in
new and meaningful ways. Building upon
the achievements of leading CWAs to date
we hope to lead a transformation in the
water industry that currently seems
unimaginable. The work may also serve as
a reference point for other industries
seeking to create ‘connected customers’
through the use of new ways to outreach
to customers.

The following pages contain real cases of
companies outside the water industry that
have followed approaches to create new
connections with their customers. They
provide clear and accurate information in
a manner that engages both the mind and
the heart.

31



Banco Itaú 

Context: Banco Itaú is the largest financial conglomerate in Latin America and one of
the largest banks in the world. Research shows that people in Brazil do not have
positive opinions about banks, considering them a “bothersome necessity." Tolerance
for bank errors is low and when they do occur, client rage is intense. Consumer
research conducted by Itaú showed that clients associated the bank with a
“powerful/all-mighty” archetype and felt defenseless when they had problems or
complaints. Banks also operate in a highly regulated environment, similar to CWAs.

Actions: Itaú needed to go beyond rationality and reason, creating emotional attributes
to help the bank connect and engage with clients and other stakeholders. The process
started with an internal reflection, including the revision of the bank’s purpose and
attitudes. Itaú aligned its purpose with community values, identifying 4 priority areas
for investment: education, culture, sports and urban mobility. These areas combine
strategic alignment (with the business), legitimacy (Itaú has been committed to them
for decades), and high relevancy for its clients. Itaú developed a compelling approach
(visual and verbal language and tone of voice) for its advertising and communication to
leverage emotions. Special attention was given to the use of digital infrastructures (one
of the bank’s goals is “to become an increasingly digital bank”) and strong, interactive
presence in social media.

Benefits: Itaú has been ranked as the most valuable brand in Brazil for 12 consecutive
years, according to Interbrand, one of the world’s leading brand strategy firms. During
our interview with Itaú’s marketing director, she explained that while 5 years ago social
media mentions were 67% negative, the bank managed to completely reverse these
figures, with recent social media monitoring pointing to 67% positive mentions. Many
recent cases of spontaneous brand advocacy have also been observed, where clients
defend the bank in conversations with other people in social media chatter. According
to Itaú’s senior leadership, establishing emotional connections that change perceptions
and behavior is a long process that requires clarity, consistency and upper management
support, but offers a big payback in the long term.
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Context: In the process of developing innovative products for customers in
water scarce regions, Unilever discovered that most customers were rinsing
their laundry multiple times, even though only once is necessary. As each
rinse consumes up to 60 liters of water, the unnecessary water usage limited
the supply available for cooking and sanitation.

Action: In 2012, a ‘One Rinse’ campaign was launched in India and Cambodia,
and later expanded to other countries. One Rinse products were developed to
save water and local initiatives were set up to help locals change their laundry
habits. Unilever teamed up with the Vietnam Ministry of Resources and
Environment to form the ‘Water Heroes Campaign,' pledging to donate 1.8
liters of water to rural villages for every online pledge by consumers on a
dedicated website. To raise awareness, videos featuring the stories of local
‘Water Heroes’ were produced, to inspire a collective effort to save the natural
resource. Using this momentum, Unilever launched the ‘#1RinseIsEnough’
social media campaign in Brazil to further raise awareness of the volume of
water wasted through extra rinsing. The campaign made an explicit reference
to emotions by addressing customers’ desires of protecting the environment,
having confidence in the future and a sense of increased freedom resulting
from less time doing laundry. For example, the campaign stated “Rinsing one
time instead of three is more than saving water, it is about saving life."

Benefits: To date, the ‘Water Heroes Campaign’ has received over 250,000
signatures, meaning that over 450,000 liters of clean water will be donated by
Unilever to those in need. Furthermore, during the social media campaign,
engagement on social platforms tripled, visitors to their website doubled and
the brand received positive media coverage. Underlying sales increased by
15%, compared to market growth of 8%, and the estimated water saving is
229 billion liters per year as a result of ‘#1RinseIsEnough’ campaign.27 The
success of the campaign has encouraged the company to replicate the model
in other parts of the world.

Unilever - Comfort One Rinse campaign26
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Water is the landscape of 
beautiful flowers that are 
out in bloom. Water is 
the kids out there playing 
baseball. These are the 
things we are trying to 
communicate. We are 
trying to make our 
messages relevant to 
people.” – Interviewed 
Clean Water Agency
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Next Steps 

What is the tool?

It’s an excel-based tool that enables
CWAs to assess their current level of
progress in building trust and values-
based relationships with their most
relevant stakeholders. The user can read
the characteristics of each level of
progress, and score their organisation
against this criteria.

Where can it be accessed?

The tool can be found on the 4678 project
page of the WRF website, under Web
Tools.

How was the tool designed?

It was designed using the knowledge
generated from our research that spanned
both the customer and utility perspective,
as well as looking beyond the water
industry. The tool encompasses valuable
insights from a development workshop
with leading CWAs that formed the Project
Advisory Committee.

Interested in the emotions approach?
We designed a tool for CWAs to assess their progress and 

identify next steps for improvement

What is the process behind the tool?

Essentially, the process of building
sustainable relationships consists of three
phases:

1) Creating awareness and seeking
knowledge of the parties involved—the
organization and key stakeholders

2) Establishing common ground elements
that will enable a relationship to flourish

3) Improving the level of interactive
communication and engagement activities
to create long-term relationships and trust

Under each theme the tool identifies initial
steps, intermediate progress and leading
practices. A key benefit of the tool is that
it gives guidance on what the next level of
progress looks like. By reading the criteria
for fulfilling the next level, the user can
visualize and implement actions that will
help their organization improve over time.
As building relationships take time, the
steps should be followed in sequence and
incrementally over time.

3. 
Use the 
tool to 

guide your 
next steps

2. 
Conduct 
the self 

assessment

1. 
Download 
the tool
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Assessment Tool 
Basic elements of the tool

Below we provide a description of the basic elements of the tool:

Phases Initial steps Intermediate
progress

Leading practice

Awareness –
Knowledge and 
awareness of own 
organization and 
stakeholders

This section 
describes basic 
steps that an 
organization 

should take to 
build relationship 
links with their 

customers and the 
community.

These elements 
reflect a more 

advanced stage 
in the 

relationship 
building process, 

leading to 
stronger bonds 

with 
stakeholders.

The elements 
described in this 
section reflect 

what 
organizations do 
to forge powerful 

and stronger 
relationships with 

their most 
relevant 

stakeholder 
groups, leading to 

value-creating 
engagement.

Common Ground –
Establishing common 
ground with key 
stakeholder groups 

Engagement – Level  
of communication and 
engagement to build 
relationships
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The process of building customer relationships

Awareness
•Knowledge of 
parties involved

Common 
Ground
•Shared interests 
and purpose

Engagement
•Long-term 
sustainable 
relationships
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Methodology
The methodology involved three phases,
described below. The first two phases are
summarized in the diagram.

Desk research

A comprehensive desk based research was
conducted, in order to understand the
emerging and existing trends with respect
to the value and benefits of building
relationships through emotional
connections. Mega-trends which are
influencing customer relationships at the
macro level across industries were
considered. We also conducted
comprehensive research on the value of
emotional connections, from a range of
disciplines such as communications and
marketing, psychology, behavioral
economics and social sciences. In order to
bring our research to life, we selected a
number of case studies from inside and
outside the water industry that
demonstrate an application of emotions.
These case studies examine the context of
specific challenges, the actions companies
took to overcome the challenges and what
were some of the realized benefits.

Primary data

Building on the findings of the
comprehensive landscape analysis, we
collected primary data through interviews
with leading CWAs and marketing experts.
We also developed a customer survey to
be distributed by participating utilities.
The primary data collection therefore
provides both the CWA and customer
perspective.

Interviews: Semi-structured interviews
were conducted with fifteen water utilities
from a broad geographic and demographic
range within the USA (and one from
Canada), along with three marketing
experts from large organizations outside
the water industry. Each of the fifteen
utilities were recipients of a ‘Community
Partnering and Engagement’ award at the
Inaugural Utility of The Future Awards in
2016. The interviews sought to
understand existing customer
engagement practices, communications
channels, initiatives, views on emotional
connections, and future aspirations.
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The content from each interview was then mapped into key themes (see 
example table below).

Theme Examples of sub-themes
General Utility Information Location, strategy and mission, structure, context

Customer engagement strategy 
Governance, customer research and 
segmentation, successes, challenges, how do 
they track progress

Communication channels / 
points of contact 

Traditional channels, bill inserts, radio, social 
media, tours etc.

Partnerships Innovations to engage customers etc. 
Use of emotions Imagery, language, evidence of using emotions
Analysis Level of maturity

Customer survey: With the knowledge
acquired from the previous steps, a
customer survey was constructed and
distributed with the help of the
participating utilities. The aim of the
survey was to collect data on the opinions,
values and emotional motivators that
drive strong customer relationships. The
survey was split into three sections, each
using a Likert scale for the responses:

• Section one - aimed to gain a profound
understanding of the values and
emotions that resonate most with
customers. Topics ranged from
community engagement and
environmental stewardship to preferred
ways of accessing new knowledge.

• Section two - was designed to
understand the current relationships
of customers with their utility
(whether they understand the nature
of the work and how connected they
are to the local utility).

• Section three - presented questions
around four scenarios to survey
respondents: receiving your next bill,
the utility investing in new
infrastructure, the utility responding
to a problem, and engaging in a
community outreach campaign.

Participating Utilities
Alexandria Renew

Baltimore City Department of Public Works
Camden County Municipal Utilities Authority

City of Grand Rapids Environmental Services Department
City of San Luis Obispo Utilities Department

Clean Water Services
Daphne Utilities

DC Water
Downers Grove Sanitary District
Glenbard Wastewater Authority

Metro Vancouver Liquid Waste Services 
Sacramento Regional County Sanitation District

San Francisco Water
Santa Rosa Water
Scottsdale Water
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Each section also included an open-ended
question, that gave the opportunity to
customers to expand more on the
questions asked, and at the same time
gave the research team the opportunity to
collect qualitative data.

The survey was distributed by the
following CWA’s using a variety of
distribution channels – receiving a total of
1,032 responses:

Statistical analysis: In order to explore
potential relationships between customers’
perceptions and CWA’s actions we
conducted a regression analysis on our
survey results. We used the question ‘I feel
a personal connection to my local Utility’ as
our dependent variable (a proxy of the
level of emotional connection a customer
has with their local utility). An ordinary
logistic regression was carried out in
STATA. We eliminated questions that were
closely correlated and kept 18 questions
that were used as the independent
variables to investigate the effect of those
variables on the feeling of a personal
connection from the customers, controlling
for demographic and utility-specific factors.

Workshop

We then conducted a workshop with five
leading CWA managers in order to convey
our preliminary findings and to enhance
our understanding of what best practice in
customer engagement looks like. Areas of
discussion and shared learning revolved
around how to gain an in-depth
knowledge of both your own organization
and stakeholders, and how leading
agencies seek common ground and a
sense of shared values with the
community in which they serve. The
learnings from this workshop have
contributed both towards the final written
report and assessment tool.
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