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 i 

ABSTRACT 

Mounting recognition of the socio-political context of the management of water 

resources has rendered the application of technocratic approaches in isolation 

insufficient in addressing future management challenges with participatory 

approaches increasingly promoted in response. Against this background, new 

regulatory mechanisms in the water sector in England and Wales promise an 

increased role for the views of customers in water utility planning and decision-

making. Yet, existing scholarship on the institutionalisation of participative 

approaches in water utility planning and decision-making in England and Wales 

is sparse.  

This thesis contributes to an improved understanding of factors that hold 

potential to impact institutionalisation of participative approaches in this context 

by focusing on three specific aspects of effectiveness; motivational clarity, the 

influence of participative mechanism design, and the use and influence of water 

utility customer contributions in water sector planning and decision-making. This 

has been achieved through the deployment of participatory research in 

collaboration with the sponsoring organisation (a water utility operating in 

England and Wales) utilising group discussion and semi-structured interviews 

with domestic water customers and water utility practitioner respectively.  

Findings demonstrate that preference elicitation vehicles embedded within 

participatory mechanisms hold the potential to influence participants expressed 

preferences thus representing a key design consideration where multi-

mechanism approaches are deployed in planning and decision-making 

contexts. Furthermore, useful design considerations for multi-attribute 

presentation in participatory mechanisms are presented. Findings also identify a 

dominance of instrumental and legalistic practitioner motivations for the use of 

participative approaches in water utility decision-making. Foremost, it identified 

the significance of the regulator in driving water utility practices for the 

management and influence of customer contributions in planning and decision-

making, and more fundamentally illustrates the significant barrier posed by a 
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legacy of technocratic practices for the institutionalisation of participatory 

approaches in water utilities.  

 

Research sponsored by the Engineering and Physical Sciences Research 

Council and United Utilities - #1037775  

 

Keywords: Public participation; water utilities; water resource management; 

participatory mechanisms; knowledge management 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Introduction 

Water is a precious resource; it is vital in ensuring the quality of the natural 

environment, critical to sustainable economic growth and the health and 

wellbeing of society. The management of water resources is argued to 

increasingly demonstrate attributes of a ‘resource dilemma’: it reflects the 

subtractability and excludability of a common pool resource, involves multiple 

stakeholders, demonstrates interdependent physical, technological, social, 

economic and political relationships, and, furthermore, is controversial, complex 

and inherently uncertain (Blackmore, 2007; Ison et al., 2007; Munda, 2004). 

Pressure from a rising population (particularly in areas already water stressed); 

increasing customer expectations; the impacts of climate change on water 

availability, quality and asset performance, coupled with persistent poor 

practices such as failure to meet discharge consents and high-levels of 

abstraction (Hall et al., 2012; Defra, 2011), exacerbate an already difficult 

management context and arguably force difficult decisions about the future 

management of this important resource (Defra, 2011; Jansky et al., 2005). 

 

1.2 Reconsidering modes of water management 

Conventional modes of water management have been founded on technocratic 

rationales and have employed reductionist problem structuring strategies 

(Hanley & Spash, 1993; Munda, 2004; Brown et al., 2009; Gleick, 2000; Lach et 

al., 2005; Bell, 2015). Assumptions about the nature of water as limitless (Bell, 

2015) and “…a controllable resource, given appropriate amounts of authority, 

expertise, equipment and money” (Lach et al., 2005, p3) are inherent in this 

mode of management and underpin the function of water in societal, cultural, 

economic and political development (Bell, 2015). The utilisation of extensive 

infrastructure systems for the abstraction, aggregation, treatment and 

distribution of water and wastewater reflect the dominance of ‘hard’ engineering 

practices whilst concealing the rate and consequences of water and wastewater 
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service consumption from consumers (Gleick, 2000; Bell, 2015; Hall et al., 

2012).  

 

Whilst that this mode of management has been successful in laying the 

foundation for the development of modern societal, economic and political 

functions (Doron et al., 2011; Bell, 2015) it is clear that this has come at 

considerable cost. Extensive infrastructure development has been at the 

expense of the environment with significant loss of urban rivers, biodiversity and 

habitat destruction (Defra, 2011; Hall et al., 2012; Bell, 2015; Brown et al., 

2009) and the use of large-scale water transfers removing water from rural 

environments in order to meet urban water demands has raised concerns 

regarding the equitable access to water (Gilbertson et al., 2011). Furthermore, 

the high capital cost of these engineering interventions borne by consumers 

through water and wastewater charges and / or the state (dependent on 

incumbent governance structure) is argued to be becoming increasingly 

unviable (Gleick, 2000). 

 

The increased vulnerability of incumbent management systems in light of the 

challenges previously outlined is demonstrated by recent significant drought 

events such as those in Australia between 2000 – 2010 (Bell, 2009), in the UK 

in 2006 and 2012 (Bell, 2009; BBC, 2012) and the on-going four year drought in 

California (Association of California Water Agencies, 2015) forcing the 

deployment of water supply restrictions. The implementation of programmes to 

address the sustainability of water abstraction licences on water bodies close to 

exceeding ecologically sustainable abstraction in the UK suggests recognition 

of the need for proactive, long-term action (Defra, 2011; Aitken et al., 2014; 

Brown et al., 2009; Boyer et al., 2012). Furthermore, strict environmental 

regulations protecting water resources from further biological and chemical 

deterioration clearly demonstrates the need for strategic action to remediate the 

legacy of damage inflicted, in part, by practices for the delivery of water and 

wastewater services (European Union, 2000; Hall et al., 2012).  



 

 3

1.2.1 Alternative modes of water management 

In recognition of the costs associated with conventional management 

approaches the literature demonstrates that, in order to ensure continuity of 

supply, water institutions are increasingly focusing efforts on enhancing the 

efficiency of existing assets, exploring potential opportunities for reallocation 

and repurposing of existing resources and deploying schemes for the purpose 

of managing consumer demand (Gleick, 2000; Bell, 2015). In this vain, 

interventions such as: effluent re-use (also referred to as water reclamation or 

wastewater recycling); Sustainable Urban Drainage Systems (SUDS); 

decentralisation of systems; and demand management measures (including 

metering, rising block tariff development, promotion of water efficient 

appliances, water efficiency labelling and consumer behaviour campaigns) have 

received significant attention in the literature.  

 

Effluent re-use schemes are a future management option highly promoted in the 

literature for alleviating demand on freshwater resources by re-purposing 

treated sewage effluent (‘black-water’) or treated non-sewage effluent (‘grey-

water’) and, in the latter example, limiting pressure on existing wastewater 

systems. Commonly utilised for non-potable water demands, including 

agricultural and municipal functions and to support environmental flows, notable 

examples exist across Australia (Radcliffe, 2010; Kracman et al., 2001; 

Gardner, 2003; Smith et al., 2015; Friend & Coutts, 2006); japan (Ogoshi et al., 

2001), USA (Hermanowicz et al., 2001; Anderson, 2003); Mexico (Anderson, 

2003); and Israel (Anderson, 2003; Shelaf & Asov, 1996; Friedler et al., 2006). 

Furthermore, the use of closed-loop systems for toilet flushing is common in 

Japan at varying system scales (Ogoshi et al., 2001), as is the successful 

deployment of dual reticulation systems in Australia (Radcliffe, 2010; Gardner, 

2003; Law, 1996; Radcliffe, 2010; Gardner, 2003; Law, 1996), the UK (Smith et 

al., 2015; Hills et al., 2001) and the USA (Anderson, 2003). In contrast, the 

literature demonstrates that whilst unplanned, indirect effluent re-use for potable 

functions represents a common, yet unacknowledged, practice (Aitken et al., 
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2014; Radcliffe, 2010) planned re-use (indirect or direct) has been slow to gain 

traction with numerous examples of failed schemes (Radcliffe, 2010; Hurlimann 

& Dolnicar, 2010) despite well-established technologies. In predominantly all of 

these cases, public acceptability was identified as the major barrier to the 

viability of these schemes (Hurlimann & Dolnicar, 2010; Baggett et al., 2006; 

Aitken et al., 2014; Bell & Aitken, 2008). This clearly demonstrates that, without 

greater recognition of societal context, the feasibility of these schemes its 

significantly constrained. Substantial research efforts focused on elucidating the 

characteristics of public acceptability for effluent reuse schemes have 

provisioned useful insight enabling water institutions to improve their appraisals 

of such schemes and the work necessary to enhance their viability. The degree 

of personal contact (i.e. high acceptability of reuse for low personal contact 

functions and vice versa) is consistently reported as a key determinant of 

acceptability and factor in influencing public attitudes (Robinson et al., 2005; 

Radcliffe, 2010; Po et al., 2005; Hurlimann & Dolnicar, 2010; Friedler et al., 

2006) as is the content of their primary information source (i.e. television, 

newspapers, other media outlets (Robinson et al., 2005; Dolnicar & Schäfer, 

2009; Dolnicar et al., 2011; Hurlimann & Dolnicar, 2012; Boyer et al., 2012) and 

the level of public trust in institutions responsible for delivering the scheme 

(Hurlimann & Dolnicar, 2010; Fielding et al., 2015; Aitken et al., 2014; Bell & 

Aitken, 2008). Other factors identified include: health concerns (Baggett et al., 

2006; Fielding et al., 2015; Dolnicar & Schäfer, 2009); perceived risks 

(Hurlimann & Dolnicar, 2010; Fielding et al., 2015; Baggett et al., 2006) a ‘yuk’ 

factor (Russell & Lux, 2009; Hurlimann & Dolnicar, 2012); prior or current 

experience of drought and associated impacts; (Dolnicar et al., 2011; Radcliffe, 

2010; Aitken et al., 2014; Gilbertson et al., 2011); prior experience of water 

reuse (Hurlimann & Dolnicar, 2010) and the influence of others (Dolnicar et al., 

2011). No clear consensus is demonstrated in the literature as to the influence 

of demographic factors (Dolnicar & Schäfer, 2009; Fielding et al., 2015). These 

findings demonstrate a complementary, yet exceedingly necessary, agenda of 

work for water institutions considering potable effluent reuse schemes to 

undertake before they, and indeed society and the environment, are able to 
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reap the benefits the schemes can offer. Whilst potable effluent re-use schemes 

have struggled to gain support, the literature demonstrates that desalination 

interventions have had greater success with successful deployment of 

operational plants in recent years both across Australia (Gearey & Jeffrey, 

2006; Gilbertson et al., 2011; Hurlimann & Dolnicar, 2012; Hurlimann & 

Dolnicar, 2010; Dolnicar et al., 2011); and in London (Aitken et al., 2014). The 

success of these schemes could be considered surprising due to the use of 

similar treatment processes to those used in effluent reuse for potable water 

coupled with high capital and energy costs, yet Bell (2015) presents a 

convincing argument for its popularity in that, whilst it offers those water 

institutions able to deploy this technology a source of potable water free from 

traditional constraints, it is also largely commensurate with the conventional 

modes of water management as outlined in Section 1.2; water continues to be 

treated as a limitless and controllable resource whilst also preserving the role of 

experts for the design and operation of these technologies. Studies by Fielding 

& Roiko, (2014), Dolnicar & Schäfer, (2009) and Dolnicar et al., (2011) also 

demonstrate that deployment of these schemes attracts considerably less 

public opposition, as it perhaps reflects less of a transition away from the 

familiar, which, for water institutions concerned about public perceptions and 

potential reputational impacts, may prove appealing (Doron et al., 2011).  

 

Decentralisation of systems for the future management of water, wastewater 

and stormwater has also received attention in the literature due to the ability to 

offer context-specific solutions. A study by Makropoulos & Butler, (2010) 

provides a detailed review of potential decentralised technologies available for 

water, wastewater and stormwater management distinguishing between those 

that represent conventional through to increasingly novel solutions. Whilst it is 

acknowledged that those more novel technologies offering decentralised 

solutions, have been deployed in research, small scale or demonstration 

contexts (Pahl-Wostl et al., 2003; Hills et al., 2001; Makropoulos & Butler, 2010) 

there is a sparse literature on the widespread consideration of decentralised 
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technologies by existing water institutions. SUDS schemes are a notable 

exception representing an increasingly accepted solution for the improved 

management of stormwater improving potential capacity of incumbent sewer 

and treatment infrastructure in addition to flood mitigation (Barbosa et al., 2012; 

Bell, 2015; Bastien et al., 2012). In addition, household level rainwater 

harvesting technologies (i.e. rainwater tanks and water butts) for supplementing 

non-potable uses have been well established (Makropoulos & Butler, 2010; Bell, 

2015). Whilst decentralisation of technologies for the management of water, 

wastewater and stormwater offer significant flexibility, partnering their 

deployment are issues of ownership, stewardship, asset variability and 

requirement for both lay and expert knowledge for their success which 

collectively are arguably juxtaposed against existing dominance of centralised 

networks of infrastructure, a legacy of historic conventional modes of 

management (Bell, 2015; Brown et al., 2009). 

 

In addition to exploring supply augmentation options, water institutions have 

increasingly sought to address demand for water services. Strategies promoting 

leakage reduction, voluntary metering and associated water tariffs to incentivise 

more efficient use of water are common practice (Defra, 2008; Hall et al., 2012) 

but serious water stress has forced some water utilities in the England to 

consider ‘universal’ or compulsory metering for all customers (Environment 

Agency and Natural Resources Wales, 2013). Many water institutions have also 

deployed complementary water efficiency campaigns and promotion of water 

efficient appliances (Hall et al, 2012; Bell, 2015) to encourage sustained water 

efficient behaviours. These interventions are contingent on consumers 

voluntarily modifying habits and behaviours whether motivated by 

environmental concerns or avoidance of additional financial costs. With 

examples of water efficiency campaigns in the literature presenting a mixed 

picture as to their efficacy, the inherent assumption of rational consumer 

behaviour underpinning these efforts is posited to be a potential contributory 

factor (Bell, 2015). Studies by Doron et al.,( 2011) and Howarth & Butler, (2004) 
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support this argument presenting a broad range of factors influencing the public 

adoption of water efficient behaviours. Interestingly, similar themes are 

identified to those previously acknowledged for effluent recycling including lack 

of trust, lack of awareness of issues driving need for these responses and 

availability of information (Howarth & Butler, 2004; Doron et al., 2011). But, 

whilst also identifying practical barriers to adoption of water efficient behaviours, 

these studies also identified more basic issues such as a lack of awareness of 

how water and wastewater services are provided, who their supplier was, 

lacked relative perspective of own water consumption (Doron et al., 2011; 

Howarth & Butler, 2004) This presents a challenging societal context for water 

institutions to address in their efforts to promote the addition of water efficient 

behaviours. 

 

1.2.2 Challenges associated with alternative modes of management 

Whilst the technologies in isolation promise progress towards addressing water 

management challenges, as has been demonstrated in Section 1.2.1, the 

successful deployment of these technologies by water institutions is limited 

unless underpinned by a nuanced understanding of its function relative to 

complex environmental, social, political, institutional and economic factors 

(Jansky et al., 2005; Ker Rault & Jeffrey, 2008; Bell, 2015). Recognition of the 

increasingly socio-political context of water management has led many to 

conclude that technocratic modes of management, whilst historically offering 

some functional and instrumental advantages (Bebbington et al., 2007; Lach et 

al., 2005; Gleick, 2000; Ofwat & Defra, 2006), are increasingly redundant in the 

face of future challenges (Bell, 2015; Brown et al., 2009; Bell & Aitken, 2008; 

Ravetz, 2005). Criticism has particularly focused on their failure to sufficiently 

address the complex, interrelated characteristics and relationships increasingly 

inherent in management decision-making exacerbated, in part, by an over-

reliance on monetisation and expert knowledge, subscription of narrow value 

theory removed from social context and inconsistent with observed behaviours 
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(Spash et al., 2005; Bebbington et al., 2007; Gleick, 2000; Munda, 2004; Lach 

et al., 2005; Holmes & Scoones, 2000; Cass, 2006; O'Neill & Spash, 2000).  

 

Section 1.2.1, clearly demonstrated that the knowledge and competencies 

required to translate these technologies and behavioural campaigns into 

effective management responses no longer exists solely in the realm of water 

institutions but, increasingly exists across multiple institutions and actors, in 

particular the public (Jansky et al., 2005; Ravetz, 2005; Bell, 2015; Hurlimann & 

Dolnicar, 2010; Brown et al., 2009; Aitken et al., 2014; Bell & Aitken, 2008). 

With the studies outlined in Section 1.2.1 clearly revealing the significance of 

public attitudes and their formation, in addition to endemic lack of public trust in 

water institutions, it is clear that constructing institutional mechanisms for public 

and stakeholder engagement in the development of water institution responses 

will be a necessary reform to ensure the future success of water management 

interventions. The literature recognises that this transition requires the evolution 

of institutional process and practices made more challenging by legacy of 

technocratic approaches. Concerns around lack of practical skills, resources 

and institutional capacity coupled with limited regulatory incentives have been 

recognised (Brown et al., 2009) and the need for significant organisational 

receptivity emphasised (Spiller et al., 2012).  

 

1.3 Water service delivery in England and Wales 

In England and Wales, the management of water resources for the delivery of 

public water and wastewater services is under the jurisdiction of ten regional 

utilities who hold the monopoly for the provision of water and wastewater 

services and a further nine regional utilities with the monopoly for the delivery of 

water only services (Five locally appointed utilities and eight water supply 

licensees also service a small number of customers water and wastewater 

services) (Ofwat, 2015). The provision of these services is exposed to 

economic, environmental and drinking water quality regulation by The Water 
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Services Regulation Authority (Ofwat), the Environment Agency (EA) and the 

Drinking Water Inspectorate (DWI) respectively. Ofwat’s primary duty is to 

protect the interests of consumers through the promotion of competition where 

applicable, to ensure the financeability of water utilities and safeguard the long-

term resilience of the water sector in England and Wales (Water Industry Act, 

1991; Water Act, 2003; Ofwat, 2014). The EA’s has responsibility for the 

management of flood risk and water resources allocation. In addition it aims to 

protect and improve the water environment by coordinating the national 

implementation of European environmental directives, achieved through the 

identification of statutory interventions in part delivered by water utilities 

(Environment Agency, 2014; Environment Agency, 2013; Cashman, 2006). 

Finally, the DWI’s primary duties include ensuring the safety of the drinking 

water supply provided to customers by water utilities in England and Wales in 

line with European Directives and ensuring a sustainable level of investment in 

drinking water supply assets (Drinking Water Inspectorate, 2012; Drinking 

Water Inspectorate, 2014).  

 

The delivery of the management and delivery of water and wastewater services 

in England and Wales as it now stands has been the outcome of significant 

evolution which has had implications for both infrastructure development and 

the role of public and stakeholders in water management. The scale of water 

management has been subject to considerable transformation moving from the 

delivery of highly localised services through to regional management as it now 

delivered (Water Act, 1973; Ofwat & Defra, 2006; Page & Bakker, 2005). 

Partnering transformations to the scale of water management in England and 

Wales were those of water service governance. Local authority management 

moved to regionally stated owned utilities followed by the privatisation of the 

sector in 1989 (Ofwat & Defra, 2006) leading to the appointment of ten regional 

water utilities as Limited Companies forming the basis of the present structure 

(Cashman, 2006). The literature demonstrates predominantly economic and 

political drivers for its evolution with benefits of efficiencies and access to 
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private capital markets being sought (Ofwat & Defra, 2006; Cashman, 2006). 

Yet, as has been rigorously argued by Page & Bakker, (2005), whilst 

opportunities for the public to influence water management do exist (i.e. through 

their vote, public interest groups, complaints or adoption of water efficient 

behaviours), the move to a privatised water sector privileged the public’s role as 

customers, with complaints procedures dominating the extent of public 

influence.  

 

The institutional development of the sectors history also had implications for the 

infrastructure enabling the delivery of water and wastewater services. 

Conventional modes of water management, as outlined in Section 1.2, arguably 

reflect the delivery of water and wastewater services in England and Wales with 

the use of extensive infrastructure networks performing functions of abstraction, 

aggregation, treatment and distribution of water and wastewater ensuring that 

water is fit for purpose at point of use or discharge (Hall et al., 2012). An 

estimated 1000 reservoirs, 3000 water treatment works, 450,000 km of water 

network, 347,000km sewers and 9000 wastewater treatment works serve to 

deliver water and wastewater services to almost 100 per cent of the United 

Kingdom (UK) (Hall et al., 2012). This infrastructure is predominantly structured 

as regional networks constrained by hydrological and / or institutional 

boundaries of asset ownership, a legacy of the sectors development (Hall et al., 

2012). 

 

1.3.1 Future management challenges in England and Wales 

Water utilities delivering water and wastewater services in England and wales 

face difficult planning and operational decisions commensurate with those 

outlined in Section 1.2. Significant geographic and seasonal variability, coupled 

with projected population increases, already pose water availability issues and 

are likely to be further exacerbated by the impacts of climate change (Hall et al., 

2012; Defra, 2011). Potential risks to water utility planning and operations 
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posed by climate change have been identified and characterised by (Ofwat, 

2011) and it is clear that those high and medium priority risks will begin to 

shape the extent, speed and nature of water utility responses. Furthermore, an 

aging and deteriorating asset base, a legacy of 19th century development, 

requires on-going maintenance by water utilities in order to remain operational 

(Hall et al., 2012). Affordability is also proving to be an increasingly significant 

issue with an estimated £4 billion per year invested in water and wastewater 

infrastructure through customer water and wastewater charges and a total of 

£80 billion invested since privatisation (Hall et al., 2012). With some sources 

identifying a prevailing view of water and wastewater services offering poor 

value for money (Littlechild, 2011; Consumer Council for Water, 2014) coupled 

with the projection that that demand management schemes are unlikely to fully 

negate need for supply augmentation or for continued investment in 

maintenance and wastewater infrastructure (Hall et al., 2012), it is an issue that 

is unlikely to abate. 

 

1.3.2 Planning to address water management challenges in England 

and Wales 

Determining responses to future water management challenges in England and 

Wales falls within the remit of water utilities. Working on a five-yearly planning 

cycle (noting a twenty-five year planning horizon for Water Resource 

Management Plans (WRMPs)), they determine the Level of Service (LoS) 

proposed to be delivered to their customers and the investment necessary to 

achieve this. As noted in Section 1.2.1, this may include investment to maintain 

or improve the efficiency of existing infrastructure, additional investment 

required to meet statutory legislation, to augment supply or decrease demand. 

Since 2009, water utilities have appraised and prioritised investment using 

Cost-Benefit Analysis (CBA) (Ofwat, 2008), consistent with the techno-rational 

modes of management discussed in Section 1.2. With water utility investment 

proposals having direct implications for customer charges, a quinquennial 

regulatory review process, known as the Price Review process, exists for its 
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regulation. The use of a Retail Price Index (RPI) – K incentive price control, 

enables Ofwat, with input from the EA and DWI, to act to protect customer 

interests whilst providing private investors with the confidence necessary to 

ensure continued financial support required for the maintenance and 

development of water and wastewater service provision (Baldwin et al., 2012). 

Whilst specific review protocol has shifted at each Price Review, in general, 

Business Plans generated by water utilities are subject to scrutiny and 

challenge with a view formed on the proportionality of the investment 

programme relative to statutory quality legislation, an efficient level of operating 

cost, the cost of capital and other financial considerations (Littlechild, 2010). 

Each water utility is then provided with a determination outlining the allowed 

revenue over the next five year Asset Management Period (AMP) with explicit 

implication for the magnitude, scale and pace of water utility investment and the 

price that is permitted to be charged for delivery of an agreed LoS over the 

AMP. This mechanism has functioned to enable water utilities to cover 

anticipated costs over the AMP whilst providing an incentive for efficiency where 

actual operational costs are lower than those anticipated by Ofwat increasing 

water utility profits (and vice versa) (Baldwin et al., 2012). 

 

Section 1.2.2 demonstrated the case for crucial institutional process and 

practice reform for the effective management of water and wastewater in light of 

future challenges. It outlined that ensuring the success of management 

responses is no longer exclusive to the expert realm of water utilities and 

required improved understanding of consumer behaviour and public attitudes, in 

addition to mechanisms to foster public trust. Public participation, defined as 

“…the practice of consulting and involving members of the public in the agenda-

setting, decision-making and policy-forming activities of organisations or 

institutions responsible for policy development” (Rowe & Frewer, 2004, p.512) 

Is an increasingly established practice in the management of natural resources 

promising to secure legitimacy, provision better adapted solutions and ensure 

fairness of planning and decision-making outcomes (Fiorino, 1990; Reed, 2008; 
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Von Korff et al., 2012). In light of the demonstrated need for greater 

engagement between water utilities and the public in the development of future 

management responses, there is a growing appreciation of the limits of the 

incumbent regulatory regime as a successful coordinating mechanism 

(Littlechild, 2011; Page & Bakker, 2005; Kinnersley, 1998). Its complexity and 

burdensome nature has been argued to constrain opportunities for greater 

public participation in fundamental water management planning and decision-

making and moreover, where efforts to engage with water utility customers were 

made, Ofwat were reported to give little weight to this in their determinations 

(Littlechild, 2011; Ofwat, 2010). This, coupled with the institutional challenges 

already identified in Section 1.2.2 and reinforced by Littlechild, (2011), presents 

a significant barrier for the successful adaption of water and wastewater service 

provision to the complexities, uncertainties, and controversy likely to be inherent 

in future planning and decision-making contexts.  

 

1.4 Moving towards public participation in water utility 

planning and decision-making in England and Wales 

Recognising, in part, the issues outlined in Section 1.2.2 and 1.3.1, the 

regulatory mechanism outlined by Ofwat for implementation at the 2014 Price 

Review (PR14) provides a greater role for customers in water utility planning 

and decision-making (Ofwat, 2011). They appear to acknowledge that 

engagement with customers solely as recipients of water and wastewater 

services is no longer sufficient and recognise the importance of customer 

participation in the realisation of emerging innovative and sustainable 

responses and in influencing approaches to long-term service delivery (Ofwat, 

2011). Yet, whilst seeming to embrace greater customer participation in 

planning and decision-making, its rejection of regulatory mechanisms privileging 

significant customer influence (For example, negotiated settlements, and 

approach favoured by Littlechild, (2011) and used in the aviation sector), or 

alternatively the devolution of decision-making power to customers on some 

issues (Littlechild, 2011; Ofwat, 2010), instead favouring increased direct local 
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engagement between water utilities and their customers has been described as 

“…seeking to secure many of the benefits of the approach [negotiated 

settlements] via a less committed process” (Littlechild, 2011, p.14). In other 

words, it aims to achieve the benefits of participatory approaches within the 

existing hierarchical regulatory regime (Ison et al., 2007; Wesselink et al., 2011; 

Bickerstaff & Walker, 2001). 

  

Whilst this approach may present some constraints to the scope of the 

participatory agenda in this context, the execution of engagement with water 

utility customers is clearly positioned as a key determinant in the PR14 process 

(Ofwat, 2011) and thus critical in securing regulatory support for future 

investment proposals. Success is therefore, in part, dependant on the ability of 

water utilities the adapt their processes and practices to facilitate successful 

customer participation. In particular, the development of the competencies 

necessary for the appropriate selection and deployment of participatory 

mechanisms and the embedment of knowledge management practices 

facilitating the incorporation of customer knowledge in their planning and 

decision-making practices.  

 

The traction of participatory approaches in the wider context of water 

management is well established in the literature (Carr et al., 2012); most notably 

in response to Article 14 of the European Union (EU) Water Framework 

Directive (WFD) (European Union, 2000; Benson et al., 2014). Furthermore, the 

urban water literature, as discussed in Section 1.2.1 has demonstrated a clear 

need for the adoption of practices privileging greater public engagement in 

enhancing scheme viability and success of behaviour change endeavours. Yet, 

the adoption of participative approaches in the context of service provision by 

water utilities, and the functional implications of this, has received comparatively 

little attention.  
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The broader public participation literature provides useful insight into the 

structure of participatory processes but, as will be discussed in Section 2.2 

demonstrate both a confusing plethora of participatory mechanisms and limited 

consensus over the characteristics constituting effective processes. Although 

general lessons can be gleamed from empirical research in broad water 

resources management contexts, the constraints posed by the nature of service 

delivery in England and Wales (i.e. regional service delivery) and the regulatory 

mechanisms in place pose complexities little considered in the literature. 

Limited practical guidance exists for water utility practitioners charged with the 

task of providing effective opportunities for customer participation. Given that 

their successful discrimination of participatory mechanisms and appraisal of 

their suitability to water utility planning and decision-making contexts is likely to 

be exposed to significant scrutiny by Ofwat, it prompts important queries 

regarding the influence of participatory mechanisms on the outputs they 

generate.  

 

The management of the knowledge gained from the participation of customers 

and the influence it is privileged in institutional planning and decision-making 

within water utilities is likely to be critical in ensuring the success of future 

service delivery. The potentially new and unfamiliar practices associated with 

incorporation of lay-knowledge poses its own challenge. As will be discussed in 

more detail in Section 2.5 success in this regard will be reliant on both 

practitioner and organisational capacity to facilitate social processes; the 

collaborative negotiation of both socially-constructed and technical information 

and their receptivity to adopt alternative perspectives (Ison et al., 2007; Roux et 

al., 2006; Spiller et al., 2012). The literature demonstrates a considerable range 

of factors promoting and constraining successful knowledge management 

across a wide range of disciplines providing a comprehensive set of 

characteristics for consideration yet fails to fully consider the complexity and 

dynamic nature of the decision-making contexts faced by water utility 

practitioners. However, relatively little attention has been paid to knowledge 
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management practices in water management and, as far as the author is aware, 

no studies have considered these challenges in the context of water and 

wastewater service delivery. Gaining an understanding of practitioner 

experiences with respect to the incorporation of customer knowledge in water 

utility planning and decision-making practices promises to generate useful 

context-specific insight.  

 

1.5 Aims and objectives of this thesis 

This research aimed to explore functional issues relating to the contributions of 

domestic customers to water utility planning and decision-making in England 

and Wales. The findings generated are anticipated to facilitate improved water 

utility practices better enabling their adaption to challenges facing future water 

service delivery. The practice of public participation is addressed in the context 

of water utility planning and decision-making from both a design and procedural 

perspective. By undertaking empirical research with domestic water customers, 

the influence of participatory mechanism selection on expressed preferences for 

water and wastewater services was assessed. Procedural issues associated 

with the institutionalisation of participatory practices were addressed by 

exploring practitioner perspectives on motivations for public participation and 

the use and influence of customer knowledge in planning and decision-making 

processes.  

 

Three key objectives, presented in Table 1-1, have underpinned this research 

inquiry. The research questions this thesis has attempted to address are 

outlined in Table 2-7 in Section 2.6 following a review of the literature.  

Table 1-1: Thesis objectives 

1) 
To assess the clarity of motivations driving participative practices in water sector 
planning and decision-making in England and Wales. 

2) To explore the influence of participatory mechanisms and preference formation on the 
outputs from participatory mechanisms in water sector planning and decision-making 
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processes in England and Wales 

3) To explore the use and influence of customer contributions in water sector planning and 
decision-making  

 

1.6 Thesis constraints 

The research presented in this thesis was undertaken directly with an industrial 

sponsor, a large water and wastewater utility operating in England. The studies 

reported in this thesis were highly responsive to issues the sponsoring 

organisation encountered during their PR14 business planning activities 

providing direction for the three studies reported in this thesis.  

 

Two of the studies presented in this thesis, Studies A and B reported in 

Chapters 4 and 5 respectively, involved direct contact with the sponsoring 

organisations domestic customers. As a result, the sponsoring organisation 

aspired to directly utilise the outputs generated in their PR14 planning activities 

and were evidenced in the business plan submission. The implications of this 

were three-fold. Firstly, it constrained to some degree the extent of control the 

author was able to exert on the design and implementation of these studies. 

The author had sole design responsibility for Study A and was a primary 

contributor to the design of Study B (in partnership with Senior Managers from 

the sponsoring organisation and a Market Research sub-contractor). Secondly, 

the content of these studies was influenced by sponsor-specific needs relative 

to their business planning activities. This constrained the scope of the studies 

and compromised the academic agenda being pursued with respect to the 

influence of participatory mechanism design and the planning and decision-

making contexts in which customer views were sought. Finally, the aspiration to 

use the outputs generated from studies A and B in their planning and decision-

making activities and as evidence in the PR14 business plan submission, 

rendered it necessary for the sponsoring organisation to employ professional 

Market Research sub-contractors for the recruitment of study participants and 

the facilitation, recording and provision of fieldwork transcripts all in accordance 
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with the agreed study design. Mitigation measures implemented to address the 

potential impacts of these research relationships are outlined in Sections 3.4.1 

and 3.4.2.  

 

Whilst the strong collaboration between the author and the sponsoring 

organisation posed some constraints with respect to the nature and scope of 

the studies reported in this thesis, its applied nature provided a unique and 

timely opportunity to generate a pertinent response to current challenges 

encountered by the sponsoring organisation whilst also presenting a novel 

contribution to the scholarship on the institutionalisation of participative planning 

and decision-making by water utilities in England and Wales. Whilst the findings 

reported in this thesis are set in the context of planning and decision-making 

processes operating in the sponsor organisation, they have the potential to be 

more widely applied. However, this thesis makes no assumptions as to water 

utility planning and decision-making practices employed outside of England and 

Wales; the implications of the findings are therefore discussed in this context.  

 

The research has focused on the contributions of domestic customers to water 

utility planning and decision-making; non-household (business) customer 

contributions to water utility planning and decision-making have not been 

considered. The research did not set out to discriminate between the two 

customer-types, however, a pilot study undertaken as part of Study A, (See 

Chapter 4) incorporating both domestic and non-household customers 

highlighted a clear difference with regards to their service needs. By focusing 

solely on the contributions of domestic customers to water utility planning and 

decision-making outputs generated through this research offered greater scope 

for clarity within the resources and time constraints of this research.  
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1.7 Thesis structure and contribution to knowledge 

The thesis is organised around the exploitation of empirical research activities 

designed to satisfy the objectives of the research. The structure of the chapters 

follows a progression from the identification of research needs through to the 

design and delivery of empirical research outputs to the discussion and 

conclusions of the research findings. Figure 1.1 provides an outline of the thesis 

structure relative to the objectives of this research project.  

 

This chapter has outlined the challenges for the future management of water 

resources and the delivery of water and wastewater services with a focus on 

England and Wales. It has provided broad coverage of alternative management 

responses available to water management institutions and demonstrated the 

case that has been made in the scholarship for concurrent institutional and 

political reform to ensure success particularly in relation to increased need for 

public and stakeholder participation. It outlined the increasing focus on 

customer participation in recent modifications of the primary regulatory 

mechanism in England and Wales and therefore the need for water utilities to 

institutionalise participative processes in their planning and decision-making.  

 

Chapter 2 reports a review of the public participation literature to identify 

characteristics of effective participative practices. It provides an overview of the 

factors considered to be critical in the design and deployment of effective 

participative processes. Using these findings as the basis for further inquiry, the 

significance of motivational clarity and influence of mechanism selection are 

further explored followed by a detailed analysis of factors fostering and 

constraining the use and influence of participative process outputs in planning 

and decision-making processes. In doing so it identifies gaps in the scholarship 

that form the basis of the research questions (See Table 2-7) guiding the 

development of this thesis.  
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Chapter 3 reports the methodological concerns underpinning this thesis. It 

outlines the applied nature of this research inquiry set predominantly within the 

organisational context of the sponsoring organisation and the implications this 

had for the research design and role of the author. It provides coverage of the 

philosophical foundations of the methods used to address the research 

questions and describes the empirical research methods that have been 

employed and the justifications for their selection. Furthermore, it provides 

coverage of considerations made within the research design to ensure the 

validity and reliability of the research findings, the author’s positionality with 

respect to this research and the ethical considerations adopted. 

 

Chapters 4 to 6 provide a self-contained report of the method and discussion of 

results for Studies A to C respectively. Chapter 4 reports the methodology and 

findings of Study A: a comparative evaluation of three elicitation mechanisms 

for customer preferences for water and wastewater services. Using inter and 

intra mechanism variation as a framework to explore the influence of 

mechanism selection, the findings suggested low intra-mechanism variation of 

expressed preferences yet inter-mechanism variation was more significant 

particularly with the introduction of budgeting mechanisms. Study B, the 

methodology and findings of which are reported in Chapter 5, explored in more 

detail the influence of bill impact on customer preferences through exploring 

rationales for their acceptability of a range of investment scenarios. The findings 

did not support those generated in Study A with bill impact only one of many 

rationales used by customers in this study. It did, however, support findings 

generated in Study A for the use of mechanisms privileging time and resources 

to foster differentiation of preferences and make a case for consistent 

presentation where multiple investment scenarios feature. Chapter 6 reports the 

method and findings of Study C, which explored the clarity of motivations for the 

adoption of participative approaches and practitioner perspectives of the use 

and influence of outputs generated through customer engagement activities. 

Whilst the study findings are limited to practitioners in the sponsoring 
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organisation, it provided evidence to suggest dominance of instrumental and 

legalistic rationales for the acquisition and use of customer views and 

preferences in planning and decision-making and that this was significant in 

driving the organisations practices. It also isolated factors that fostered and 

constrained organisational efforts in the use and influence of participative 

outputs enabling the generation of a set of criteria reflecting knowledge 

management considerations to complement existing effectiveness criteria for 

participative approaches. 

 

Chapter 7 provides an over-arching review of the three studies findings in the 

context of the literature presented in Chapters 1 and 2. It demonstrates the 

contributions this thesis has made to both the scholarship and water utility 

practice in relation to the influence of mechanism selection and design on 

preference formation on the outputs from participatory mechanisms; the 

development of effectiveness criteria for knowledge management in the 

development of institutional responses in participative planning and decision-

making processes; the importance of motivational clarity as a driver for 

organisational practices and the presentation of factors observed as fostering 

and constraining knowledge management practices in a live organisational 

planning and decision-making process.  

 

Chapter 8 reviews the success of this thesis in addressing the research aims. It 

provides a summary of the primary contributions to knowledge and practice 

were developed across the three studies deployed. Whilst this thesis has 

generated evidence to support existing understanding in the fields of public 

participation and knowledge management, it has also generated novel 

contributions to these fields. To summarise: 

− The research provides a novel contribution to the current field of public 

participation by examining these practices in the context of water utility 

water and wastewater service delivery 
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− The research provides unique contribution into the motivations of a single 

water utility’s practitioners for the use of public participation in planning 

and decision-making  

− This research has provided a novel contribution into the rationales used 

by domestic customers for determining the acceptability of water and 

wastewater service attributes in water utility planning in England and 

Wales 

− This research has provided a novel water utility focused contribution to 

the existing scholarship on practitioner-led insights into organisational 

barriers for public participation  

− This research has generated a set of evaluative criteria reflecting factors 

that have been identified as fostering or constraining knowledge 

management in participative planning and decision-making in water 

utilities applicable to practitioners within the sector and more broadly 

 

A critical appraisal of the approaches adopted in generating these contributions 

and the quality of the research process and findings is presented before 

providing recommendations for further research to explore these findings more 

broadly within the water sector in England and Wales to provide additional 

evidence for their reliability.  
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Figure 1.1 Thesis structure 
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2 LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1 Introduction 

Chapter 1 has made a case for greater public participation in water utility 

planning and decision-making in response to future water management issues 

set to influence the delivery of water and wastewater services. It recognised 

recent changes to regulatory mechanisms in England and Wales that sought to 

privilege the views and preferences of customers in water utility planning and 

decision-making. Whilst the theoretical potential of public participation, visited in 

Section 2.1.1, is well established, Chapter 1 identified a sparse literature on the 

adoption of participatory processes by water utilities. With regulatory incentives 

attainable for the demonstration of effective engagement with their customers, it 

provides water utilities with a motivation to adopt participatory practices. Yet, 

with suggestions of potential barriers to the successful adoption of these 

practices it prompts and important query:  How can water utilities effectively 

institutionalise participatory processes in their planning and decision-making? 

 

The institutionalisation of public participation, whilst not unique to the delivery of 

water and wastewater services, has been a key theme in the associated 

literature. With the theoretical rationales for these practices now well 

established, mechanism development, and the appraisal of their capacity to 

realise the theoretical benefits claimed, has dominated discourse in this field. 

An abundance of participatory mechanisms are presented to practitioners, yet 

whilst this offers some flexibility in their approach, a paucity of rigorous 

evaluative research and no clear consensus on the characteristics of successful 

participative approaches, makes this a confusing landscape for practitioners to 

navigate. In addition, with evaluative efforts typically focusing on the 

performance of single participative mechanisms as opposed to their use and 

integration within a wider process further compound this issue.  
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The objectives set out in Table 1-1 provide an agenda for enquiry; there are 

well-established threads of theory and evidence, which shape the distillation of 

objectives into tractable research questions. The intent of this chapter is to 

critically engage with the literature base using the following queries to structure 

the investigation: a) What motivates the adoption of participative practices? b) 

What are the characteristics of ‘effective’ participative approaches? c) Is 

mechanism selection and design influential in determining the effectiveness of 

participative approaches? d) What factors offer the potential to foster or 

constrain the use and influence of outputs generated by participative 

approaches in planning and decision-making processes? 

 

This chapter begins by briefly addressing the development of public 

participation agenda. It then, in Section 2.1.1, explores the motivations for the 

adoption of these practices and the benefits it promises to deliver over 

traditional forms of planning and decision-making. Section 2.2 assesses factors 

considered to be critical to the design and deployment of effective participative 

processes. The importance of motivational clarity in the design and delivery of 

participative processes is then discussed in Section 2.3 followed by a 

consideration of the significance of mechanism selection in Section 2.4. Finally, 

Section 2.5 addresses how outputs of participative processes have been used 

to influence the planning and decision-making outcomes and identifies the 

factors that have been argued to foster or constrain effective incorporation.  

 

Section 1.4 acknowledged the paucity of literature directly addressing these 

challenges in the context of water utility water and wastewater service delivery. 

As a result, broader themes present within the literature have formed the basis 

of both Chapter 1 and this review. The interdisciplinary nature of this research 

required the exploration of themes across multiple intellectual traditions. The 

context of this research, outlined in Chapter 1, was established through 

exploring insights from the natural resource management (NRM) and emerging 

ecological economics disciplines, which emphasised the multi-dimensional 
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nature of NRM decision-making and the increasing recognition of the limitations 

of traditional approaches. Evidence from urban water traditions, coupled with 

insights from government and grey-literature, set these decision-making issues 

in the context of water and wastewater management whilst also providing 

examples of future management options and the implications for management 

approaches particularly with respect to public attitudes. 

 

 Literature from public participation traditions formed the basis of the Chapter 2, 

enabling an overview of the mechanisms utilised in promoting this agenda and 

provides coverage of the debate around characteristics of effectiveness. Having 

identified a need to further consider knowledge management in the context of 

the use of outputs achieved through the deployment of participatory 

mechanisms, emerging insights from knowledge exchange, adaptive 

management and social learning traditions were assessed across NRM, local 

government, utility and public service contexts as outlined in Section 2.5. It is 

noted that the knowledge management discipline includes considerable insights 

in commercial contexts.  However, this was omitted from consideration in this 

review due to its limited relevance in the context of the water sector in England 

and Wales, which, whilst formed of private utilities, is heavily regulated and 

currently operates as a monopoly service. This chapter then concludes with a 

summary of the identifiable gaps in the current knowledge base outlined across 

Chapters 1 and 2, enabling the delineation of the study’s research questions. 

 

 Development of the public participation agenda 1.1

Chapter 1 has outlined the case for increased public participation in water 

management planning and decision-making and more specifically in water and 

wastewater service delivery. The relevance of this agenda is not limited to this 

context; investment in public participation activities is demonstrable across a 

variety of thematic interests including: public service delivery (Curry, 2012); 

technology development (Bogner, 2012); environmental management 
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(Saengsupavanich et al., 2012); community planning (Kiisel, 2013) and in 

various natural resources management contexts (Walker & Daniels, 2001; 

Stagl, 2007).  

 

Public participation has its roots in multiple scholarly disciplines including 

philosophy; jurisprudence; politics; economics; sociology; social psychology; 

organisational theory and management as is demonstrated by (Green, 2007) 

which may be attributable to its broad appeal. Clearly defined pragmatic roots 

have also been identified by Reed, (2008) whereby it is attributed to the social 

and politically motivated protest groups in the 1960’s, the requirement for the 

involvement of the public in local planning decisions (Skeffington Report, 1969) 

and its strong coupling with the sustainability agenda (Bebbington et al., 2007; 

Blackstock et al., 2007; Frame & Brown, 2008; Leist & Holland, 2000; Munda, 

2000) reflecting both ‘bottom-up’ and ‘top-down’ influences motivating the 

adoption of these practices (Richards et al., 2004). The breadth of intellectual 

and socio-political traditions underpinning the development of public 

participation coupled with the diversity of disciplines and geographical contexts 

in which it has gained traction is argued by Reed, (2008) to be reflected in the 

breadth of available definitions of public participation. That which is adopted in 

this thesis, stated in Section 1.4, is considered to be sufficiently broad yet 

comprehensive, going further than some (For example, those promoted by the 

IPA2  (2015) or the EPA (2015)) with coverage of the contexts in which 

participative efforts may be directed (i.e. agenda-setting, decision-making and 

policy-forming activities) and the degree of participation (i.e. consultation or 

shared decision-making) (Rowe & Frewer, 2004) reflecting the diversity of 

contexts it is likely to be employed in water management efforts.  

 

Despite a lack of consensus in defining public participation, the drivers of its 

development appear to be well established in the literature. Commonly reported 

drivers of this agenda, include: the pursuit of increasingly complex objectives 

necessitating the incorporation of multiple perspectives (Stagl, 2007; Funtowicz 
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& Ravetz, 1994; Green, 2010); a decline in public trust and confidence in both 

experts and planning and decision-making processes (Rowe & Frewer, 2004; 

Petts, 2005); a desire to facilitate smoother implementation of controversial 

technologies (Pidgeon & Rodgers-Hayden, 2007) and, finally, a rejection of 

traditional techno-rational decision-making approaches (O'Neill, 2002; Spash, 

2001; Spash, 2007; Bebbington et al., 2007; Soderholm, 2001; Holmes & 

Scoones, 2000). These drivers are consistent with the socio-political landscape 

in which the public participation agenda gained traction and also commensurate 

with those drivers and factors motivation the adoption of these practices in the 

context of water management as identified in Chapter 1. The theoretical 

contribution of public participation in addressing these issues is outlined in 

Section 2.1.1.  

 

The broad ranging motivations, interpretation of the public participation agenda 

and its interpretation in practice led many to develop typologies as a tool to 

assist in the navigation of its diverse scope. A review of the history of public 

participation by Reed, (2008) provides a comprehensive review of the forms 

typologies developed whereby distinctions are made between those based on 

the degree of participant empowerment (Arnstien, 1969; Biggs, 1989; Wilcox, 

1994; UNDP, 1997; Goetz & Gaventa, 2001; Lawrence, 2006; Oxley-Green & 

Hunton-Clarke, 2003; Lynam et al., 2007); type of communication flow (Rowe & 

Frewer, 2005; Fish et al., 2011); and participation objective (Glass, 1979; Okali 

et al., 1994; Michener, 1998); and the theoretical motivation for the adoption of 

these practices (Fiorino, 1990). The typology of communication flow developed 

by Rowe & Frewer, (2005) has been particularly successful, perhaps due to its 

simplicity, with its adoption as a tool to appraise the suitability of participative 

mechanisms reported in contexts such as health (Abelson & Gauvin, 2006; 

Abelson et al., 2007; Conklin et al., 2010); NRM (Newig et al., 2008); and 

watershed management (Hermans et al., 2007; Ozerol & Newig, 2008; Duram & 

Brown, 1999). Similarly, Arnstein’s ‘Ladder of Participation’ (1969) is a well-

established typology commonly referenced in public participation studies 
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(Amerasinghe et al., 2008; New Economics Foundation, 1998), yet as 

recognised by Reed, (2008) it demonstrates a clear preference for higher levels 

of participant empowerment failing to recognise the potential for planning and 

decision-making contexts whereby lower levels of empowerment may be more 

appropriate. The ability of typologies to provide greater clarity of the objectives 

of public participation such as that by Glass (1979) provides a useful starting 

point for the planning of participative activities and furthermore, those 

demonstrating the theoretical motivations for the adoption of these practices 

provide a useful function in providing clarity of the benefits practitioners 

expected to be attained. As will be outlined in the sections following, clarity 

regarding the use of participative approaches in planning and decision-making 

is critical to their success (Stirling, 2008).  

 

2.1.1 Motivations for the adoption of participative practices 

A key question this literature review aims to address is: What motivates the 

adoption of participative practices? Section 1.1, has outlined the academic and 

socio-political landscape that fuelled the development of this practice. Yet, what 

motivates the seemingly widespread adoption of these practices it is arguably 

their theoretical ability to deliver a range of avowed benefits. To summarise 

those commonly reported in the public participation literature, they include: 

better acceptance of decisions; better quality decisions; and the development of 

social capital (Reed, 2008; Von Korff et al., 2012; Stirling, 2006). They 

characterise three distinct theoretical motivations or rationales termed 

normative; substantive and instrumental (Fiorino, 1990; Stirling, 2006). Forming 

the basis of the typology developed by Fiorino (1990) (as introduced in Section 

1.1), they also represent a commonly employed frame of reference employed in 

various evaluative studies (Bickerstaff & Walker, 2001; Wesselink et al., 2011; 

Blackstock & Richards, 2007). Given the significant literature already existing on 

this subject, this section serves to provide an overview of the normative, 

substantive and instrumental rationales presented in the literature relevant to 

this inquiry.  
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Heavily promoted in emerging ecological economics traditions, particularly in 

providing justification for deliberative modes of decision-making, are normative 

rationales for the adoption of participative practices (Fish et al., 2011; Frame & 

O'Connor, 2011; Munda, 2004; Niemeyer & Spash, 2001; O'Neill & Spash, 

2000; Spash, 2007; Spash, 2008). Underpinned by the democratic ideal 

whereby citizens interested in, or affected by, decision-making outcomes have 

the right to be involved for the benefit of current and future generations 

(Söderholm, 2001; Sagoff, 1998; O'Neill, 2002; Holmes & Scoones, 2000); 

public participation is presented as capable of decreasing marginalisation and 

increasing the fairness of decision-making outcomes (Reed, 2008; Spash, 

2011; O'Neill, 2002) in addition to fostering social empowerment and active 

citizenship (Reed, 2008; Stirling, 2006). Procedural issues including ‘openness’, 

‘representativeness’, ‘accessibility’, ‘facilitation of power interest’ or ‘suppression 

of strategic behaviour’ coupled with the promotion of ‘transparency’ and 

‘accountability’ in decision-making processes are commonly associated with the 

engendering normative rationales for public participation (Reed, 2008; Spash, 

2011). 

 

In contrast, substantive rationales see public participation presented as a route 

to enhancing the quality of decision-making outcomes by simply increasing the 

breadth and strength of knowledge sought and incorporated in decision-making 

processes (Stirling, 2008; Spash, 2001; Webler & Tuler, 2010). Heralding from 

traditions whereby knowledge plurality is sought in response to the increasingly 

uncertain, complex and controversial nature of decision-making (Brugnach et 

al., 2008) such as in the case of resource dilemmas (as outlined in Section 1.1) 

(Ison et al., 2007; Rittel & Webber, 1973), the public (as lay-persons / non-

experts) are perceived to hold valuable knowledge complementing traditionally 

expert driven processes by contributing ‘real-world’ perspectives and privileging 

ideas, problems and issues that would often be dismissed where expert 

rationality prevails (Petts & Leach, 2000; Green, 2007; Wesselink et al., 2011). 
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The adoption of these practices is therefore presented as premised on the 

public involvement in decision-making to develop increasingly creative 

outcomes, identify potential for negative outcomes and develop solutions better 

adapted to the needs of those likely affected (Webler & Tuler, 2010; Reed, 

2008; Lach et al., 2005; Wilson & Howarth, 2002; Holmes & Scoones, 2000).  

 

 Finally, the promise (in theory) of enhanced legitimacy (or evidence) of 

decision-making outcomes and improving the potential efficiency of policy or 

strategy implementation, characterise what the literature has termed 

instrumental rationales for public participation (Stirling, 2008; Wesselink et al., 

2011; Holmes & Scoones, 2000). Whilst the main benefits of public participation 

in this regard have focused on the improvement of decision-making outcomes, 

largely through building capacity and fostering trust with those posing potential 

to affect the realisation of these outcomes (Stirling, 2008; Abelson et al., 2003), 

others have begun to recognise its potential to improve institutional legitimacy 

(Cass, 2006) (i.e. its potential to resolve conflict and improve and / or restore 

public credibility (Wesselink et al., 2011)). Some have cautioned against placing 

too greater focus on the use of public participation for the sole purpose of 

generating legitimacy arguing that it may lead to the adoption of participative 

activities only to provide sufficient justification for the institutions activities and 

thus become desultory in nature (Cass, 2006). Progressing this theme, 

Wesselink et al., (2011) present a fourth rationale describing its use to meet 

formal requirements (i.e. where the use of participative approaches are 

mandated in legislation or regulation) which they consider distinct from 

instrumental rationales on the basis that active uptake of participative outputs is 

not necessary or capacity building a key focus. Others, whilst they recognise 

this phenomenon, categorise it as a feature of instrumental rationales 

(Bickerstaff & Walker, 2001).  

 

It is clear then, that there are well defined theoretical motivations or rationales 

for the use of participative approaches in planning and decision-making 
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contexts. Reflecting on the planning and decision-making challenges outlined in 

Chapter 1, it is possible to identify features of normative, substantive and 

instrumental rationales for the adoption of participative practices. Furthermore, 

the embedment of participative practices in Ofwat’s proposed regulatory Price 

Review mechanism (Ofwat, 2011) necessitating the adoption of these practices 

by water utilities in England and Wales may introduce the potential for over-

focusing on instrumental or legalistic rationales potentially restricting the 

benefits to be gained where normative and substantive motivations dominate. 

Section 2.3 reviews the importance of motivational clarity in determining the 

effectiveness of public participation efforts and reveals dominant trends in the 

rationales used for the adoption of participative approaches across a range of 

planning and decision-making contexts.  

 

2.2 What are the characteristics of ‘effective’ participative 

approaches? 

Section 1.1 has outlined the theoretical rationales or motivations for the 

adoption of participative approaches and the benefits promised. Whilst the 

benefits presented are attractive and seemingly simple to achieve, their 

attainment is largely predicated on the design and deployment of ‘effective’ 

participatory approaches, the processes and practices employed for the 

generated outputs subsequent use and the influence they are privileged within 

the planning and decision-making process. The last decade has seen the focus 

of public participation research shift towards the evaluation of participatory 

approaches (Reed, 2008), functioning to illuminate examples of successful 

public participation (Beierle, 2002; Beierle & Konisky, 1999) but, equally, 

revealing significant weaknesses leading some to question their efficacy and 

their ability to deliver the theoretical benefits claimed (Wesselink et al., 2011; 

Reed, 2008; Koontz, 2005; Fritsch & Newig, 2012) degrading the justification for 

their use (Wesselink et al., 2011). Exploring how the successful 

institutionalisation of participative approaches in water utilities can be achieved 

warrants an improved understanding of the factors promoting ‘effective’ 
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practices in order to generate a positive foundation on which to build successful 

practices and processes. This Section therefore aims to address the question 

posed at the start of this chapter: What are the characteristics of ‘effective’ 

participative approaches? 

 

2.2.1 Isolating characteristics of ‘effective’ participative approaches 

Evaluative studies exhibit a commonly adopted a structure involving the 

isolation of criteria considered to contribute to, or represent, an effective 

participatory process before developing and applying these in the review of their 

planning and decision-making processes (Rowe & Frewer, 2005). The 

assessment of these criteria provides a useful starting point in establishing 

current thinking on this issue. Exposing those criteria most prevalent (and those 

less common) provides an insight into their perceived value in promoting 

effective practices. A review of the literature exposes that, despite the notable 

influence of Webler’s fairness and competence framework (Webler, 1995) or 

Beierle’s social goals framework (Beierle & Konisky, 2000), evaluative 

frameworks employed reflect a diverse range of effectiveness criteria. Whilst, 

this may be explained in part by the complex multi-dimensional nature of 

effectiveness that can be open to various interpretations (Rowe & Frewer, 

2004), it is possible to isolate the most common themes within the literature. 

These include: Representativeness; process transparency; the improvement 

and / or restoration of trust in the institution sponsoring the process; the 

incorporation of public views, ideas, and new information in decision-making 

processes; conflict resolution; and social learning. These align closely with the 

normative, substantive and instrumental rationales outlined in Section 2.1.1. To 

illustrate this, representativeness and process transparency are key features of 

normative rationales. Representative participation promotes the expression of a 

broad range of value perspectives and an important factor in promoting 

procedural and distributive justice. The further promotion of process 

transparency fosters the suppression of bias and strategic behaviour providing 

the conditions necessary for increased legitimacy (Spash, 2011; O'Neill, 2002). 
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The themes of trust and conflict resolution are central to instrumental 

motivations for smoother implementation of policy goals. Furthermore, the 

incorporation of public views, ideas and preferences reflects the substantive 

goal of broadening the knowledge used in decision-making.  

 

Closer examination of the effectiveness criteria applied in these studies reveals 

variant characteristics reflective of recognised issues relating to the act of 

defining effectiveness. A detailed review of these issues was developed by 

Rowe & Frewer, (2004) following a large-scale review of evaluative studies and 

reiterated by others (Abelson & Gauvin, 2006; Chess, 2000). However, for 

completion, the primary difficulties associated with this task are outlined. Firstly, 

it is clear that some criteria could be characterised as referring to the 

participative process (i.e. the combination of planning, design, deployment of 

participative mechanisms in addition to the use and incorporation of the 

generated outputs) and others as referring to the desired outcome of 

participative approaches. A review of evaluative frameworks employed suggest 

that whilst some exhibit characteristics of both process and outcome criteria 

(Halvorsen, 2001; Kallis et al., 2006; Laurian & Shaw, 2009; Petts & Leach, 

2000; Petts, 2001; Petts et al., 2003), others address only one (Beierle, 1999; 

Beierle, 2002; Benson et al., 2014; Carr & Halvorsen, 2001; Frewer et al., 2000; 

Rauschmayer & Wittmer, 2006; Rowe & Frewer, 2004; Tuler & Webler, 1999). 

As is often typical practice in evaluative research, the use of outcome-centred 

criteria are considered to be the most effectual method of establishing 

effectiveness enabling a direct measure of success against the original 

motivations or aims of the approach adopted. But, as is recognised by Rowe & 

Frewer, (2004), it is often the case in the use of participative approaches that 

outcomes are difficult to accurately define (i.e. in determining when benefits will 

cease to be derived) and may not be independent (i.e. other external variables 

pose the potential to affect the outcome). As a result, process criteria are often 

used as a substitute for outcome criteria with the underlying ‘path-dependency’ 

assumed between the choices made about the decision-making process and 



 

 35

the quality of the decision outcome (Green, 2007; Rowe & Frewer, 2004). 

Secondly, the specificity of effectiveness criteria varies; some demonstrate 

broad applicability (referred to in the literature as ‘universal’ criteria) whereas 

others exhibit greater specificity as to the context, type of mechanisms or the 

goal of the participative approach (referred to as ‘local’ criteria). Finally, Rowe & 

Frewer, (2004) acknowledge the long-standing issue of ‘effectiveness according 

to whom’ reflecting potential for plurality of perspectives of success. Many 

evaluative frameworks appear to address this issue by the inclusion of 

effectiveness criteria relating to the act of securing legitimacy or acceptability of 

both the participative process and the outputs generated (Blackstock et al., 

2007; Carnes et al., 1998; Laurian & Shaw, 2009; Rowe & Frewer, 2005; 

Webler & Tuler, 2001; Clarke, 2008). 

 

Reflecting on the evaluation of public participation approaches in the context of 

water and wastewater service delivery, the main focus of this thesis, it is clear 

that defining ‘effectiveness’ in this context is reflective of those challenges 

outlined in the literature. Indeed, the complex and interdependent nature of the 

resource management context in which public participation may function 

constrains the accurate definition and measurement of the effectiveness of 

public participation outcomes. Instead, evaluation of the process and outputs 

generated may, as outlined above, be used as a proxy for determining 

effectiveness.  

 

2.2.2 Mapping effectiveness criteria to the stages of participative 

processes 

Defining the stages of participative processes 

This section, thus far, has established the need to focus on determining criteria 

of process and output effectiveness for the application of participative 

approaches in the context of water and wastewater services. Whilst the 

literature provisions useful insight into the range of criteria reported to determine 
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the effectiveness of participative approaches, its lack of structure relative to the 

established stages of participative process presents some limitations in its 

value. Whilst the synthesis of evaluative criteria such as that developed 

Blackstock et al., (2007) in the fields of community and collaborative 

management recognise the connections between research outcomes, research 

design, process and context, to the author’s knowledge, there is currently no 

literature that has explicitly related effectiveness criteria to stages of the 

planning and decision-making process. A model of the stages of participative 

planning and decision-making processes, which will be used throughout this 

thesis, has in this case been used to structure the effectiveness criteria relative 

to the stages of participative approaches serving to provide a greater 

understanding of where opportunities to address the criteria promoted in the 

evaluation literature exist and thus, one could argue, where efforts could be 

best focused. Furthermore, conceptualising effectiveness criteria in this way 

provides a more targeted and operationally motivated perspective, potentially 

offering more useful insight to practitioners. Figure 2.1 outlines the stages of 

public participation processes identified by Involve (2005), an organisation 

who’s focus is the improvement of public participation efforts by providing 

practical insight into their deployment. This model was selected as it provides 

the most differentiated and comprehensive breakdown of the stages of 

participative planning and decision-making processes.  

 

Figure 2.1 Stages of participatory planning and decision-making process 

(Adapted from Involve, (2005)) 
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The stages of the participative processes identified by Involve (2005) have been 

grouped into four main phases for clarity. The definition phase incorporates 

activities relating to the definition of the participative approach including: scope, 

purpose, participants, outputs and outcomes desired and the relationship of 

these factors relative to the context in which the participative approaches are 

being deployed. This stage is presented as one where consensus between 

those practitioners and / or institutions responsible for the deployment of such 

activities is formed providing a firm foundation for future stages (Involve, 2005). 

The second stage, focuses on establishing a detailed and workable participative 

design focusing on the practical considerations such as timelines, budget, and 

venues but also, importantly, the participatory mechanism(s) to be employed, 

their content and any materials required. In addition, it also considers 

communication activities to keep interested and affected parties up-to-date with 

progress as well as a step termed ‘plan follow-up activities’ which refers to 

planning the institutions utilisation of the outputs generated and establishing 

measures of success (MoS) for its use. The penultimate stage refers to the way 

in which institutions use the outputs generated as a result of the deployment of 

participative mechanisms and the level of influence they are privileged in the 

planning and decision-making process. A review phases is then proposed 

whereby the effectiveness of the efforts are evaluated using those MoS 

generated in the detailed design phase and the findings appraised to generate 

recommendations for the improvement practices. This model, whilst providing a 

clear structure for the design, deployment and use of participative approaches, 

is broad enough that enables its adaption for specific institutional structures 

thus making it relevant for its use in this thesis.  

 

Mapping effectiveness criteria to stages of a model participative approach 

A review of the public participation literature from across a range of disciplines 

including natural resources management, public service delivery, environmental 

management and community planning has revealed a significant range of 

effectiveness criteria. Having outlined a model of a participative process (Figure 
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2.1), where effectiveness criteria were commensurate with the aim of that stage 

of the process they were mapped against it. The outcome of this exercise can 

be found in Table 2-1 to Table 2-4.  
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Table 2-1 Definition phase of participative planning and decision-making processes: criteria of effectiveness 

DEFINITION PHASE 

 - Stages 

Stage description (Adapted from Involve, 2005) Criteria reported in 
evaluation literature 

References 

Scope The clarification of the boundaries of the exercise; 
what can be achieved in practice i.e. how much 
can change, is participation appropriate, what are 
the risks; defining accountability and what level of 
participation is being sought 

Adequate time within 
process 

(Chilvers, 2008; Petts et al., 2003; Conrad et al., 2011) 

Adequate financial 
resources committed to 
process 

(Beierle & Konisky, 1999; Beierle & Konisky, 2000; Blackstock 
et al., 2007; Frewer et al., 2000; Ozerol & Newig, 2008; Petts 
et al., 2003; Rowe & Frewer, 2004) 

Consideration given to 
potential integration with 
other activities 

(Petts et al., 2003) 

Ambition to adopt 
decision outcomes by 
sponsoring organisation  

(Benson et al., 2014) 

Commitment of 
sponsoring organisation 

(Laurian & Shaw, 2009; Conrad et al., 2011) 

Capacity of sponsoring 
organisation to 
implement decision 

(Laurian & Shaw, 2009) 

Outcome accountability (Blackstock et al., 2007; Clarke, 2008; Conrad et al., 2011; 
Rauschmayer & Wittmer, 2006) 

Identification of barriers 
to distribution of 
participant interests 

(Webler & Tuler, 2000) 

Legality (Leach, 2006) 

Sensitivity of approach to 
decision-failures 

(Rauschmayer & Wittmer, 2006) 

Equality (Benson et al., 2014) 

Power transfer (Benson et al., 2014) 
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Shared decision-making 
power 

(Laurian & Shaw, 2009) 

Process focused on the 
common good 

(Carr & Halvorsen, 2001) 

Continuity of participation (Bickerstaff & Walker, 2001; Clarke, 2008; Conrad et al., 2011) 

Purpose Establishment of clear purpose and that is agreed 
within the commissioning body (including all of 
those with an interest or influence over the 
process) providing a reference point throughout 
the process 

Clear, feasible goals (Conley & Moote, 2003) 

Who participates Identification of participants and the process by 
which they are selected  

Representativeness (Aldred & Jacobs, 2000; Benson et al., 2014; Bickerstaff & 
Walker, 2001; Blackstock et al., 2007; Carnes et al., 1998; 
Carr & Halvorsen, 2001; Chilvers, 2008; Clarke, 2008; Conley 
& Moote, 2003; Conrad et al., 2011; Laurian & Shaw, 2009; 
Ozerol & Newig, 2008; Petts & Leach, 2000; 2001; Leach, 
2006; Petts et al., 2003; Rauschmayer & Wittmer, 2006; Rowe 
& Frewer, 2000; Rowe & Frewer, 2004; Rowe & Frewer, 2005; 
Tuler & Webler, 1999; Webler & Tuler, 2010; Webler & Tuler, 
2001) 

Systematic identification 
of all stakeholders 

(Conrad et al., 2011) 

Outputs Definition of the tangible outputs / products 
required from the process  

Generated a substantive 
output 

(Kallis et al., 2006) 

Outcomes Identification and agreement of desired outcomes Conflict resolution (Beierle, 1999; Blackstock et al., 2007; Conley & Moote, 2003; 
Kallis et al., 2006; Laurian & Shaw, 2009; Petts & Leach, 
2000; Petts, 2001; Petts et al., 2003; Webler & Tuler, 2000) 
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Capacity building - public (Bickerstaff & Walker, 2001; Blackstock et al., 2007; 
Blackstock et al., 2007; Clarke, 2008; Conley & Moote, 2003; 
Laurian & Shaw, 2009; Ozerol & Newig, 2008; Petts et al., 
2003; Petts & Leach, 2000; Leach, 2006; Rauschmayer & 
Wittmer, 2006; Tuler & Webler, 1999; Webler & Tuler, 2001) 

Participant trust (of 
institution) 

(Aldred & Jacobs, 2000; Beierle, 1999; Benson et al., 2014; 
Carnes et al., 1998; Conley & Moote, 2003) 

Social learning (Beierle, 1999; Benson et al., 2014; Bickerstaff & Walker, 
2001; Blackstock et al., 2007; Chilvers, 2008; Clarke, 2008; 
Conley & Moote, 2003; Kallis et al., 2006; Petts et al., 2003; 
Rauschmayer & Wittmer, 2006; Tuler & Webler, 1999; Webler 
& Tuler, 2000; Webler & Tuler, 2001) 

Outcome cost-
effectiveness 

(Beierle, 2002; Carnes et al., 1998) 

Distributive justice (Beierle, 2002; Blackstock et al., 2007; Carnes et al., 1998; 
Conley & Moote, 2003; Laurian & Shaw, 2009) 

Consensus building (Conley & Moote, 2003; Laurian & Shaw, 2009; Kallis et al., 
2006; Petts & Leach, 2000; Petts, 2001; Petts et al., 2003; 
Santos & Chess, 2003; Webler & Tuler, 2000) 

Development of shared 
vision 

(Blackstock et al., 2007; Conley & Moote, 2003) 

Comfort (Halvorsen, 2001)  

Satisfaction (Halvorsen, 2001) 

Convenience (Halvorsen, 2001) 

Raise public awareness (Rowe & Frewer, 2005) 

Enhances institutional 
credibility 

(Petts et al., 2003) 

Promotes trust in (Petts et al., 2003) 
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decisions made by 
institutions 

Participant enjoyment (Petts et al., 2003) 

Sponsoring organisation 
objectives met 

(Carnes et al., 1998) 

Participants recognise 
changes resulting from 
participation 

(Blackstock et al., 2007) 

Participation improved 
substantive quality of 
decisions 

(Beierle & Konisky, 2000) 

Outcomes are to 
environments benefit 

(Carnes et al., 1998; Conley & Moote, 2003) 

Outcomes are to the 
publics benefit 

(Petts & Leach, 2000; Petts, 2001) 

The process led to an 
improvement in the public 
availability of info 

(Petts et al., 2003) 

Agency is aware of public 
views, concerns, and 
preference 

(Laurian & Shaw, 2009; Carnes et al., 1998) 

Context 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Understanding of the wider operating landscape 
including the decision-making environment; 
history; characteristics and capabilities of 
participants; and other relevant activities 

 

 

 

 

Context (Beierle & Konisky, 1999; Beierle & Konisky, 2000; Petts et al., 
2003; Rauschmayer & Wittmer, 2006) 

Capacity of participants 
to participate 

(Aldred & Jacobs, 2000; Blackstock et al., 2007; Conrad et al., 
2011);  

 (Blackstock et al., 2007) 
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Table 2-2 Detailed design phase of participative planning and decision-making processes: criteria of effectiveness 

DETAILED DESIGN 
PHASE - Stages 

Stage description (Adapted from Involve, 2005) 
Criteria reported in 
evaluation literature 

References 

Set up planning 
group 

Establishment of a formal planning group to 
promote success of participative planning and 
decision-making approach 

Clear accountability for 
the process 

(Blackstock et al., 2007; Conrad et al., 2011) 

Leadership 
(Beierle & Konisky, 1999; Beierle & Konisky, 2000; Blackstock 
et al., 2007) 

Capacity of experts, 
organisers and officials  

(Petts et al., 2003; Conrad et al., 2011) 

Agency and officials seen 
as legitimate by 
participants and general 
public 

(Laurian & Shaw, 2009) 

Outcome accountability 
(Blackstock et al., 2007; Clarke, 2008; Conrad et al., 2011; 
Rauschmayer & Wittmer, 2006) 

Define and agree 
project plan 

Establish detailed design including timeline, 
budget, actions, mechanisms to be used 

Cost effectiveness 
(Beierle, 1999; Blackstock et al., 2007; Chilvers, 2008; Frewer 
et al., 2000; Rauschmayer & Wittmer, 2006; Rowe & Frewer, 
2004; Rowe & Frewer, 2000) 

Adequate time within 
process 

(Chilvers, 2008; Petts et al., 2003; Conrad et al., 2011) 

Mechanism choice 

(Beierle & Konisky, 1999; Beierle & Konisky, 2000; Bickerstaff 
& Walker, 2001; Benson et al., 2014; Conrad et al., 2011; 
Frewer et al., 2000; Petts et al., 2003; Rowe & Frewer, 2000; 
Rowe & Frewer, 2004; Tuler & Webler, 1999; Webler & Tuler, 
2001) 

Adequate financial 
resources committed to 
process 

(Beierle & Konisky, 1999; Beierle & Konisky, 2000; Blackstock 
et al., 2007; Frewer et al., 2000; Ozerol & Newig, 2008; Petts 
et al., 2003); Rowe & Frewer, 2004 

Task definition  
(Conley & Moote, 2003); Rowe & Frewer, 2004; Rowe & 
Frewer, 2000) 

Consistent practices (Conrad et al., 2011) 
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Early participant 
involvement 

(Bickerstaff & Walker, 2001; Conrad et al., 2011; Frewer et al., 
2000; Ozerol & Newig, 2008; Rowe & Frewer, 2000; Rowe & 
Frewer, 2004) 

Adequate time made 
available to participants 

(Petts et al., 2003; Webler & Tuler, 2000; Conrad et al., 2011) 

Logistics 

Arrange the content of the participative 
activity(ies); design of the briefing materials, 
organise venues; recruitment and other practical 
issues 

Adequate access to 
information 

(Aldred & Jacobs, 2000; Beierle, 2002; Blackstock et al., 
2007; Chilvers, 2008; Conrad et al., 2011; Frewer et al., 2000; 
Kallis et al., 2006; Laurian & Shaw, 2009; Petts & Leach, 
2000; Petts, 2001; Petts et al., 2003; Rowe & Frewer, 2000; 
Rowe & Frewer, 2004; Tuler & Webler, 1999; Webler & Tuler, 
2000; Webler & Tuler, 2001) 

Participant input into 
design of participative 
process 

(Aldred & Jacobs, 2000; Beierle & Konisky, 2000; Beierle & 
Konisky, 2000; Beierle & Konisky, 1999. Blackstock et al., 
2007; Laurian & Shaw, 2009; Petts & Leach, 2000; Petts et 
al., 2003; Rowe & Frewer, 2004; Rowe & Frewer, 2005; 
Santos & Chess, 2003; Tuler & Webler, 1999; Webler & Tuler, 
2000; Webler & Tuler, 2001) 

Mechanism choice 

(Beierle & Konisky, 1999; Beierle & Konisky, 2000; Bickerstaff 
& Walker, 2001; Benson et al., 2014; Conrad et al., 2011; 
Frewer et al., 2000; Petts et al., 2003; Rowe & Frewer, 2000; 
Rowe & Frewer, 2004; Tuler & Webler, 1999; Webler & Tuler, 
2001) 

Independence 
(Aldred & Jacobs, 2000; Chilvers, 2008; Conrad et al., 2011); 
(Frewer et al., 2000; Laurian & Shaw, 2009; Leach, 2006; 
Rowe et al., 2004; Rowe & Frewer, 2000);  

Comfort (Halvorsen, 2001) 

Convenience (Halvorsen, 2001) 

Adequate analysis 
undertaken during 
process by participants 
and institution (inclusive 
of legal issues, 
regulation, fact checking 
and of the consistency, 
validity, uncertainty of 

(Petts et al., 2003; Rowe & Frewer, 2005; Webler & Tuler, 
2000; Webler & Tuler, 2001; Tuler & Webler, 1999; Conley & 
Moote, 2003; Conrad et al., 2011) 
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content) 

Choice of location, times, 
venues undertaken with 
due regard to local 
circumstances and 
participant preferences 

(Petts et al., 2003) 

Adequate notice given to 
participants of the dates 
and times of any event  

(Petts et al., 2003; Conrad et al., 2011) 

Responsive to necessary 
participant representation 
if identified 

(Petts et al., 2003) 

Accessibility of process 
(Santos & Chess, 2003; Rowe & Frewer, 2005; Conley & 
Moote, 2003; Leach, 2006) 

Task definition  
(Conley & Moote, 2003; Rowe & Frewer, 2004; Rowe & 
Frewer, 2000);  

Ability to facilitate 
convergence or illustrate 
diversity 

(Rauschmayer & Wittmer, 2006; Petts & Leach, 2000; Petts, 
2001; Kallis et al., 2006) 

Complexity and 
uncertainty are able to be 
accounted for 

(Rauschmayer & Wittmer, 2006) 

Sponsoring organisation 
responsive to missing, 
insufficient or unavailable 
information required as 
part of process 

(Petts et al., 2003) 

Opportunity for 
participants to engage in 
the problem scoping 

(Petts et al., 2003) 

Consistent practices (Conrad et al., 2011) 



 

 46 

Effective deliberation 

(Aldred & Jacobs, 2000; Beierle, 1999; Beierle & Konisky, 
2000; Beierle & Konisky, 1999; Benson et al., 2014; 
Bickerstaff & Walker, 2001; Carr & Halvorsen, 2001; Kallis et 
al., 2006; Laurian & Shaw, 2009; Leach, 2006; Petts & Leach, 
2000; Petts, 2001; Petts et al., 2003; Rowe & Frewer, 2005; 
Santos & Chess, 2003; Webler & Tuler, 2000; Webler & Tuler, 
2001) 

Opportunity for 
participants to challenge 
experts 

(Webler & Tuler, 2000; Petts & Leach, 2000; Petts, 2001)  

Participant access to 
expertise 

(Chilvers, 2008); Petts et al., 2003; Rowe & Frewer, 2004) 

Task definition 
understood by public 

(Laurian & Shaw, 2009) 

Coproduction of 
knowledge 

(Kallis et al., 2006) 

Participant understanding 
of issues and 
implications 

(Carnes et al., 1998) 

Communications 
Establishing communication requirements and 
methods throughout process 

Transparency 

(Bickerstaff & Walker, 2001; Blackstock et al., 2007; Chilvers, 
2008; Bickerstaff & Walker, 2005; Blackstock et al., 2007; 
(Chilvers, 2008; Conley & Moote, 2003; Conrad et al., 2011; 
Frewer et al., 2000; Laurian & Shaw, 2009; Leach, 2006; 
Petts & Leach, 2000); Petts et al., 2003; Rauschmayer & 
Wittmer, 2006; Rowe & Frewer, 2000; Rowe & Frewer, 2004) 

External communication 
i.e. those not directly 
involved 

(Beierle & Konisky, 1999; Beierle & Konisky, 2000; Ozerol & 
Newig, 2008; Petts et al., 2003; Rowe & Frewer, 2005; 
Conrad et al., 2011) 

Participant feedback 
(Bickerstaff & Walker, 2001; Petts et al., 2003; Conrad et al., 
2011) 

Evaluation results shared 
with participants 

(Petts et al., 2003) 

Plan follow-up Identify how the results  (outputs) will be used and N/A N/A 



 

 47 

activities how success will be measured 
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Table 2-3 Institutional response phase of participative planning and decision-making processes: criteria of effectiveness 

INSTITUTIONAL 
RESPONSE PHASE  

Stage description (Adapted from Involve, 2005) 
Criteria reported in 
evaluation literature 

References 

Institutional response 
The institutions response to the outputs generated 
in the participative process i.e. how they are used 
and incorporated 

Transparency 

(Bickerstaff & Walker, 2001; Blackstock et al., 2007; Chilvers, 
2008; Bickerstaff & Walker, 2005; Blackstock et al., 2007; 
(Chilvers, 2008; Conley & Moote, 2003; Conrad et al., 2011; 
Frewer et al., 2000; Laurian & Shaw, 2009; Leach, 2006; Petts & 
Leach, 2000); Petts et al., 2003; Rauschmayer & Wittmer, 2006; 
Rowe & Frewer, 2000; Rowe & Frewer, 2004) 

External 
communication i.e. 
those not directly 
involved 

Beierle & Konisky, 1999; Beierle & Konisky, 2000; Ozerol & 
Newig, 2008; Petts et al., 2003; Rowe & Frewer, 2005; Conrad et 
al., 2011) 

Participant feedback 
(Bickerstaff & Walker, 2001; Conrad et al., 2011; Petts et al., 
2003) 

Consideration given 
to potential 
integration with other 
activities 

(Petts et al., 2003) 

Successful integration 
of different knowledge 
types in process 

(Rauschmayer & Wittmer, 2006; Kallis et al., 2006) 

Legality (Leach, 2006) 

Consistent practices (Conrad et al., 2011) 

Decision 
responsiveness 

(Petts et al., 2003); (Laurian & Shaw, 2009) 

Value of participant 
contribution i.e. new 
info / ideas / 
innovative 
contribution/ 
thoughtful 

(Beierle, 2002; Carnes et al., 1998; Petts et al., 2003) 
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Key decisions are 
influenced by the 
public / local 
knowledge 

(Blackstock et al., 2007; Frewer et al., 2000; Petts & Leach, 2000; 
Laurian & Shaw, 2009) 

Adequate weighting 
given to public views 
in decision-making 
process 

(Conrad et al., 2011) 

Decision outcomes 
are adopted by 
sponsoring institution 

(Benson et al., 2014; Laurian & Shaw, 2009) 

Ambition to adopt 
decision outcomes by 
sponsoring 
organisation  

(Benson et al., 2014)  

Commitment of 
sponsoring 
organisation 

(Laurian & Shaw, 2009; Conrad et al., 2011) 

Capacity of 
sponsoring 
organisation to 
implement decision 

(Laurian & Shaw, 2009) 

Output impact on 
policy  

(Rowe & Frewer, 2005; Rowe & Frewer, 2000) 
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Table 2-4 Evaluation of participative planning and decision-making processes: criteria of effectiveness 

EVALUATION 
PHASE  

Stage description (Adapted from Involve, 
2005) 

Criteria reported in evaluation 
literature References 

Evaluation 
Evaluation of the participative process deployed, 
the outputs generated and the outcomes 
achieved 

Sponsoring organisation objectives met (Carnes et al., 1998) 

Participants recognise changes 
resulting from participation (Blackstock et al., 2007) 

Participants perceived their impact on 
the decision making outcome 

(Beierle & Konisky, 1999; Beierle & Konisky, 
2000) 

Participation improved substantive 
quality of decisions (Beierle, 1999) 

Key decisions are improved by the 
public (Carnes et al., 1998) 

Perceived quality of decision-making 
outcome 

(Benson et al., 2014; Bickerstaff & Walker, 
2005) 

Evaluation of process i.e. for future 
improvements (Kallis et al., 2006; Petts et al., 2003) 

Evaluation of outcome implementation (Laurian & Shaw, 2009) 

Evaluation results shared with 
participants (Petts et al., 2003) 

Process legitimacy 
(Blackstock et al., 2007; Carnes et al., 1998; 
Laurian & Shaw, 2009; Rowe & Frewer, 2004; 
Webler & Tuler, 2001) 

  Outcome legitimacy 
(Blackstock et al., 2007; Carnes et al., 1998; 
Laurian & Shaw, 2009; Clarke, 2008) 
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A key outcome of this exercise was the lack of clear definitions associated with 

many effectiveness criteria making their interpretation a challenge. In response, 

where clear commensurability was demonstrated between criteria offered by 

different authors, these were amalgamated under a single label for clarity. 

Conversely, where there was uncertainty, the criteria were listed individually 

and which may account for some observed crossover. Local and universal 

criteria, as defined earlier in this section, have not been distinguished within this 

exercise. It is important to note that Table 2-1 to Table 2-4 do not seek to 

present an idealised set of evaluative criteria instead, it merely re-purposes 

those presented in the scholarship. Practitioners tasked with the design, 

deployment and use of participative approaches must determine what criteria 

apply to the context in which they are working. Finally, this exercise considered 

only those studies where criteria were stated a priori through the development 

of evaluative frameworks; with the exceptions of Tuler & Webler, (1999); Webler 

& Tuler, (2001) and Webler & Tuler, (2000) whereby evaluative criteria are 

generated as an explicit research finding, it does not reflect the findings of 

evaluative studies. 

 

As stated earlier, this exercise enabled the identification of theoretical stages of 

participative process whereby opportunities exist to address reported 

effectiveness criteria whilst also revealing the stages of the planning process 

where, arguably, efforts could be best focused. Stages of the process whereby 

many effectiveness criteria (or those most frequently reported) were associated 

included: a) the scoping phase, in particular with regards to sufficient resource 

allocation and level of decision-making power privileged to participants b) 

deciding who to involve in the participative process with considerable attention 

to representativeness as a key criteria in determining effectiveness c) 

establishing the desired outcomes of the exercise, which is perhaps 

unsurprising given the focus on outcome evaluation across many evaluative 

frameworks d) the organisation of process logistics with attention to the 

adequate provision of information and the appropriate choice of participative 
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mechanism emphasising particularly those adopting deliberative principles and, 

finally, e) the institutional response, however, the criteria within this stage are 

particularly broad with many merely attributing an (undefined) use or impact as 

a criteria of success; the literature reviewed in this exercise did not provide 

steer as to the process by which its use and impact could best be achieved or 

the extent to which its impact or use is considered to be effective.  

 

This exercise also performs the useful function of identifying those stages of 

participative processes whereby few reported effectiveness criteria appear to be 

commensurate with their aims and thus could be argued to not be widely valued 

as contributing to the success or effectiveness of these approaches. Firstly, the 

stage whereby the purpose of adopting participative approaches is established 

and agreed has, surprisingly demonstrates very few commensurate 

effectiveness criteria. Whilst the lack of explicit attention to the definition of 

purpose may be attributable to a considerable focus on process outcomes akin 

to defining purpose, one might expect that the explicit establishment and 

agreement of purpose, and its role in providing a ‘reference point’ throughout 

the entire process (Involve, 2005) may have featured more strongly particularly 

given the extensive early efforts of the participative agenda in defining 

theoretical rationales for its adoption (Reed, 2008; Fiorino, 1990). Secondly, the 

a priori definition of the nature of the outputs required from participative 

processes has little been considered. Related to this is the relative lack of 

attention attributed to mechanism selection when compared to the large 

participative mechanism literature. Additionally, with a clear preference towards 

deliberative techniques exhibited in the effectiveness criteria, it exhibits a 

narrow perspective of effectiveness when considered in the context of the many 

non-deliberative participative mechanisms presented in the participative 

mechanism literature as will be discussed further in Section 2.4. Thirdly, the 

planning of follow-up activities, which is inclusive of the institutional ambition of 

their treatment and utilisation of outputs resulting from participative processes, 

has received very little attention. Again, this is surprising given that this step 

readies the institution for the arrival of participative outputs setting the 
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foundations for the institutions treatment and response and thus crucial to 

achieving the outcomes desired. This planning stage is highly linked to the 

institutional response, a latter stage in the process. Whilst this has received 

relatively more attention, as has previously been alluded to, effectiveness here 

is loosely defined. This may be due to the relatively context-specific nature of 

institutional responses but, given relatively strong literature base on factors that 

promote or constrain organisational success, the lack of specificity in this area 

is unwarranted. Finally, the context of participative processes has received little 

attention in the evaluative criteria. Given the potential importance of context in 

determining the applicability of participatory outputs (Abelson & Gauvin, 2006) 

one might expect this to feature more readily in the effectiveness criteria. This 

exercise therefore enabled the identification of gaps in coverage within the 

literature and assisted in identifying gaps in the current knowledge.  

 

Reflecting on the findings of this exercise in the context of their 

institutionalisation of in water utilities in England and Wales, it is possible to 

isolate areas where further research focus would provide useful insight with 

respect to the incorporation of customer preferences in determining level of 

service / water bill trade-offs and the acceptability of investment packages. 

Firstly, the scant coverage of purpose definition and agreement in the 

effectiveness criteria outlined above contrasts with the importance placed on 

purpose (also referred to as rationales or motivations) in the broader 

participation literature as has been addressed in Section 2.1.1 in response to 

one of the questions structuring this review. The issue of purpose takes on 

some significance in the water sector given its regulated nature. In the context 

of the effective institutionalisation of participative practices in water utilities in 

England and Wales, the alignment of purpose both between regulators and 

water utilities and also between practitioners in water utilities would benefit from 

closer examination, particularly with regards to how this relates to the 

effectiveness of participative processes will be explored in greater detail in 

Section 2.3. Secondly, one of the questions this review aims to address is “Is 

mechanism selection significant in determining the effectiveness of participative 
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approaches?”. The criteria relating to the effective selection of participative 

mechanisms (incorporated as part of agreeing the project planning / logistics 

phases of participative processes) focus heavily on deliberation; consensus and 

enhancing participative influence inherently privileges higher levels of public 

involvement such as the high rungs of Arnstein’s ladder including citizen control 

(Arnstien, 1969). This appears to suggest that mechanism selection is 

significant in determining effectiveness yet, as outlined in Section 1.4, Ofwat’s 

approach in favouring direct engagement but with no direct decision-making 

influence (Ofwat, 2011) reduces the range of mechanisms potentially available 

to water utilities including many of those that reflect the principles outlined in the 

effectiveness criteria. The limited view as to successful mechanism selection 

therefore warrants further exploration of the influence of mechanism selection 

and design on the outputs they generate as a feature of effectiveness. This will 

be explored further in Section 2.4. Finally, water utilities have limited experience 

in responding to the outputs generated by participative approaches as has been 

recognised in Chapter 1 where institutional barriers to the participative 

approaches have been recognised. This review posed the question “What 

factors offer the potential to foster or constrain the use and influence of outputs 

generated by participative processes in planning and decision-making 

processes?” Yet, whilst it is acknowledged that the planning and deployment of 

institutional responses to participative outputs are important in successfully 

achieving the outcomes desired, the lack of coverage on criteria for the effective 

planning of institutional responses and a lack of specificity with regards to the 

their actual deployment provides an agenda for further exploration. This will be 

addressed further in Section 2.5. 

 

Further examination of the establishment of planning groups may also provide 

useful insight for water utilities as a result of the introduction of Customer 

Challenge Groups (CCG) as part of the Price Review planning and decision-

making process in England and Wales. Similarly, exploring the evaluation of 

water utility participative processes (internally and externally) would be very 
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beneficial. However, again, due to the timing of this research inquiry 

predominantly falling within the active planning and decision-making period 

coupled with the political sensitivity around access to CCGs during this time, 

further exploration of their role and evaluative efforts is unfortunately beyond the 

scope of the thesis.  

 

A review of literature relating to the importance of motivational clarity (or 

purpose); the influence of participatory mechanisms and the development of the 

institutional response will be now be presented in Sections 2.3, 2.4 and 2.5.  

 

2.3 The importance of motivational clarity in the design of 

effective participative processes 

As has been outlined in Section 2.2, a clearly defined and agreed purpose 

forms a key stage in participative processes (Involve, 2005), yet this is only very 

briefly eluded to within the literature on effectiveness criteria. There is a lack of 

explicit treatment within this literature of the purpose of the use of participative 

processes, in other words the clarity of the motivations underpinning the 

adoption of participative approaches, yet it has the potential to impact the 

effectiveness of the entire process. The typology of rationales motivating the 

adoption of participative approaches and their associated benefits has been 

outlined in Section 2.1.1 in response to the question ‘What motivates the 

adoption of participative processes”? Whilst reported frustrations with 

participative processes outlined in the evaluation literature have been linked to 

a range of pragmatic attributes promoting and/or constraining the extent to 

which claimed benefits have been realised, some, however, have argued that a 

lack of motivational clarity amongst practitioners may also offer an explanation 

as to the increasing disillusionment with these approaches reported in the 

empirical literature (Wesselink et al., 2011; Stirling, 2006). 
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The concepts of ‘motivational clarity’ (Wesselink et al., 2011) and ‘intentionality’ 

(Stirling, 2006) (i.e. the purpose) have been argued to influence choices made 

throughout all stages of participatory approaches and, ultimately, their 

contribution to policy and strategy development. A deficiency of motivational 

clarity amongst practitioners therefore poses the potential to threaten the 

effectiveness of this process and constrain the potential realisation of their 

expected benefits. Wesselink et al., (2011) go as far as to say that:  

“[If]…motivational factors are not taken into account then the outcomes may be 

inappropriate or even detrimental, which undermines the long-term prospects of 

the participatory agenda” (Wesselink et al., 2011, p.2699). 

Despite the importance of clear rationales for the adoption of participative 

processes in realising the theoretical benefits of public participation, 

comparatively few studies have explored the rationales adopted by practitioners 

in planning and decision-making contexts. There are, however, a few notable 

exceptions. Wesselink et al., (2011) interviewed government practitioners 

across variant environment policy areas and EU member states, to explore 

rationales for participation. Their study found that the dominant rationale for 

participation was instrumental i.e. participation to generate support. Normative 

and substantive rationales for participation were scarce and, as has been 

alluded to in Section 2.1.1, their findings supported the generation of a fourth 

rationale, which they termed ‘legalistic’. The motivation, or rationale, in this case 

is purely tokenistic; a formality in order to meet requirements: e.g. of regulators 

or legislation. Studies by Bickerstaff & Walker, (2001) and Blackstock & 

Richards, (2007) generated similar findings in the context of local transport 

planning, and river basin planning respectively. Instrumental rationales recorded 

in the study by Bickerstaff & Walker, (2001) draw some parallels with the 

legalistic rationale observed by Wesselink et al., (2011) yet this distinction is not 

made. Finally, a study by Cotton & Devine-Wright, (2012) exploring public 

engagement in electricity network infrastructure planning found that 

practitioners were positive in their discussions towards public engagement but 

argue that this represented a “strategic language comprising a rhetorical array 

of terms reflective of deliberative principles and ideas of public engagement” 
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(Cotton & Devine-Wright, 2012, p.23). Furthermore, they observed a clear lack 

of appropriate processes and practices to enable the purpose of participation to 

which they referred (Cotton & Devine-Wright, 2012). 

 

These findings clearly illustrate that benefits associated with substantive and 

normative rationales for public participation are, for the most part, not driving 

practitioners and their associated institutions’ decisions to adopt these planning 

and decision-making approaches. The paucity of observed substantive and 

normative rationales which reflect the theoretical foundation for participative 

practice, particularly in water resources management and the broader 

environmental decision-making literature, and in key legislation such as The Rio 

Declaration on the Environment and Development  (United Nations, 1992); the 

Water Framework Directive (WFD) (European Union, 2000); the US Federal 

Clean Water Act (US EPA, 1972) thus consequently presents a significant 

challenge in advancing the broader ambitions of sustainable development and 

adapting the impacts of climate change. These findings have been attributed to 

a dominance of hierarchical frameworks that privilege ‘top-down’ decision-

making processes (Wesselink et al., 2011; Tewdwr-Jones & Allmendinger, 

1998). The rationales articulated by practitioners directly responsible for 

enacting participative decision-making therefore, perhaps reflect less a 

disregard of the normative and substantive benefits offered by these 

approaches, and instead reflects their position in the institutional hierarchy and 

the implicit departure away from established practices these approaches create 

(Wesselink et al., 2011). The ‘dilution’ of these motivations among practitioners 

therefore represents a significant constraint in achieving these benefits 

particularly having previously acknowledged the critical role rationales plays in 

shaping the choices taken throughout participatory processes. A greater focus 

on institutional issues is argued to represent an opportunity for enhancing 

potential benefit realisation. 
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2.3.1 Ofwat’s motivation for the introduction of participative 

practice to water utility planning and decision-making  

These findings above clearly demonstrate the importance of a clear purpose (or 

motivation) in achieving anticipated benefits, particularly in hierarchical 

institutional structures. Addressing these findings in the context of this research, 

the hierarchical nature of the water and wastewater sector in England and 

Wales makes motivational clarity particularly important.  

 

As has been outlined in Section 1.4, at PR14 Ofwat have placed greater 

emphasis on engaging with customers as part of the PR14 methodology. Their 

rationales for its introduction, outlined in their Customer Engagement Policy 

Statement (Ofwat, 2011) are broad ranging. They state that customers have 

professed a desire to “have a voice on all issues that affect their bills” (Ofwat, 

2011, p.10) arguably reflecting a normative rationale. This is supported by 

acknowledging the role of customers in exploring the distributive justice of 

current decision-making now and in the future (Ofwat, 2011, p.10). They also 

reflect substantive rationales for greater customer participation in planning and 

decision-making, recognising that responses to future challenges may require 

engagement with customers as “participants in innovative and sustainable 

solutions” (Ofwat, 2011, p.11) and not only as recipients of service. 

Furthermore, it acknowledges that gaining a greater understanding of different 

customer views on service priorities and bills will be key in defining future 

investment responses (Ofwat, 2011). Instrumental rationales are also observed 

with Ofwat stating that: “less extensive assurance may be needed [in the PR14 

pre-qualification review] as long as we have sufficient and quantitative evidence 

that customers accept the company’s business plan” (Ofwat, 2011, p.6). Yet 

also coupled with statements such as: “they [the water utilities] should not seek 

simply to establish customer support for the business plans they have already 

designed. Instead, they should genuinely seek to shape their plans to reflect the 

desires and needs of current and future customers (Ofwat, 2011, p.15) it 

suggests Ofwat have multiple motivations for adoption of these practices and 
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importantly that participative approaches deployed by water utilities will be 

required to serve multiple functions.  

 

With only two areas identified by Ofwat for necessary demonstration of 

customer engagement (through the use of Stated Preference surveys to support 

CBA and Outcome Delivery Incentives (ODIs) and in the demonstration of 

business plan acceptability) and an overarching steer as to their view of 

characteristics of good engagement practices, the realisation of their vision for 

introducing a greater focus on engagement with water and wastewater 

customers as a central feature of planning and decision-making will, in part, be 

reliant on water utilities making deliberate choices regarding the design and use 

of participatory approaches in order to reflect their motivations. Critical will be 

the translation of these rationales into practical strategies determining the 

nature of engagement with customers; the contexts believed to offer the most 

benefits; and, how knowledge (outputs) generated is applied in strategy and 

business plan development. As has been acknowledged in Section 1.4, with 

little experience in the deployment of participative processes (although noting 

some experience in Stated Preference Surveys and other ad-hoc engagement 

(Ofwat, 2011)) coupled with arguably limited regulatory direction regarding 

design practices, water utilities with a significant challenge in realising the 

benefits expected.  

 

The relatively recent legislative shift towards greater participative planning and 

decision-making in the context of water utility water and wastewater service 

provision at PR14 provides a unique opportunity to explore the rationales that 

water utility practitioners have used to determine the choices made in 

designing, deploying and using public participation in its planning and decision-

making. A greater understanding of these rationales may reveal the extent to 

which they are likely to realise the benefits that are anticipated in wider policy 

and literature. Furthermore, it may explicate issues that need to be addressed 

to enable water utilities to more effectively respond to future challenges. It will 



 

 60

also add to current knowledge on this issue within a single organisation or other 

studies across organisations. A research question to address this inquiry is 

proposed in Section 2.6. 

 

2.4 The influence of mechanism selection and design in 

determining the effectiveness of participative approaches 

Even the most cursory browse through both the academic and practitioner 

literature reveals an often confusing array of participative mechanisms ranging 

from what might be termed traditional such as surveys and focus groups, to 

more innovative approaches such as consensus conferences and visioning 

(Petts & Leach, 2000; Bickerstaff & Walker, 2001; Leach & Wingfield, 1999). 

Table A1-1 in Appendix A reports over 189 of those mechanisms identified in 

the literature. It is necessary to note that this is simply a list of mechanisms in 

alphabetical order, it does not seek to characterise mechanisms in any way.  

 

Section 1.1 outlined a range of typologies reported in the literature to assist in 

the navigation of the field of public participation. These typologies, and others, 

function largely to assist practitioners in reducing the vast number of 

mechanisms into more manageable and useful sub-categories simplifying their 

selections. The significant focus on typology development to assist in 

mechanism selection and their popularity in practice (particularly noting Rowe 

and Frewer’s ‘communication flow’ (Rowe & Frewer, 2000; Rowe & Frewer, 

2005; Ozerol & Newig, 2008; Abelson & Gauvin, 2006; Abelson et al., 2007; 

Duram & Brown, 1999; Conklin et al., 2010; Klenk & Hickey, 2011) and 

Arnstein's ‘ladder of participation’ (Arnstien, 1969; Amerasinghe et al., 2008; 

New Economics Foundation, 1998) could be argued to suggest that mechanism 

selection is a significant factor in determining the effectiveness of participative 

approaches. The review of the effectiveness criteria presented in the public 

participation evaluation literature draws parallels with Arnstein’s (1969) typology 

in that it privileges high levels of participant decision-making power, the 
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incorporation of deliberation and promotion of consensus building. Yet, when 

Rowe & Frewer’s, (2005) communication flow typology and those promoting 

consideration of exercise objective (Glass, 1979) are considered relative to the 

effectiveness criteria whereby there no preferences are exhibited towards 

higher levels of empowerment, the application of existing effectiveness criteria 

appear to suggest that one-way communication (Rowe & Frewer, 2005) or 

objectives around information exchange or support building (Glass, 1979) are 

likely to be considered ineffective.  

 

A review of examples of public participation mechanisms deployed in academic 

water and wastewater management literature (See Table 2-5) reveals that, 

whilst there are examples of mechanisms that incorporate those characteristics 

considered to promote effectiveness, there are many examples of the use of 

mechanisms that do not. Notable examples of what may be considered effective 

mechanism selection include the use of mechanisms such as deliberative 

visioning, scenario workshops and public meetings. However, as Table 2-5 

demonstrates, mechanisms that could be characterised as ‘consultative’ (i.e. 

surveys and focus groups) or as ‘information provision’ (i.e. newsletters or radio 

advertisements) have also been widely employed. 

Table 2-5 Participative mechanisms employed in water and wastewater 

management 

Participative mechanism Reference 

Citizen Jury (Aldred & Jacobs, 2000; Alvarez-Farizo & Hanley, 2006);  

WTP (Alvarez-Farizo & Hanley, 2006; Hensher et al., 2005) 

Interviews (Chenoweth et al., 2010) 

Focus groups (Chenoweth et al., 2010; Lennox et al., 2011; Glenk & Fischer, 
2010) 

Deliberative inclusive processes (Blackstock & Richards, 2007) 

Three-stage deliberative group (Consumer Council for Water, 2008) 

Steering groups (Väntänen & Marttunen, 2005) 

Survey (Väntänen & Marttunen, 2005; Duram & Brown, 1999; 
Gilbertson et al., 2011; Al-Ghuraiz & Enshassi, 2006; Glenk & 
Fischer, 2010; Arthur et al., 2009) 
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Dialogue (Väntänen & Marttunen, 2005) 

Theme interviews (Väntänen & Marttunen, 2005) 

Public meeting (Väntänen & Marttunen, 2005) 

Workshops (Väntänen & Marttunen, 2005) 

Discussion groups (Doron et al., 2011) 

Multi-criteria evaluation/analysis (De Marchi et al., 2000; Hajkowicz & Collins, 2007) 

Newsletters (Duram & Brown, 1999; Friend & Coutts, 2006) 

Videos (Duram & Brown, 1999) 

Pamphlet (Duram & Brown, 1999) 

Door-to-door contact (Duram & Brown, 1999) 

Information programme (Duram & Brown, 1999; Friend & Coutts, 2006) 

Public workshop (Friend & Coutts, 2006) 

Fuzzy cognitive maps (Giodano et al., 2005) 

Scenario workshops (Hatzilacou et al., 2007; Kallis et al., 2006) 

Radio (Howarth & Butler, 2004) 

Newspapers (Howarth & Butler, 2004) 

Posters (Howarth & Butler, 2004) 

Mail (Howarth & Butler, 2004) 

Meditated modelling (Kallis et al., 2006) 

Social multi-criteria modelling (Kallis et al., 2006) 

Deliberative visioning (Kallis et al., 2009) 

Deliberative multi-criteria 
evaluation 

(Lennox et al., 2011) 

Evaluative criteria assessment  (Lennox et al., 2011) 

Participatory Action Research (Mackenzie et al., 2012) 

 

Further evidence for the use of what may be considered ‘ineffective’ mechanism 

selection is also demonstrable in a review of mechanisms employed by Water 

Utilities in England and Wales at the 2009 Price review (PR09) and the 2014 

Price Review (See Table A2-1 in Appendix A). Participative mechanisms 

reported to have been used at PR09 appear to be constrained to a limited set of 

mechanisms centred around focus groups, quantitative surveys and Stated 

Preference surveys (more widely referred to in Water Utility literature as 

Willingness-to-Pay surveys) with limited variation between water utilities, which 

arguably reflects a dominance of consultative methods. With few notable 
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exceptions including the use of panel meetings and workshops suggestive of 

higher levels of participation (Arnstien, 1969) and two-way communication flow 

(Rowe & Frewer, 2005) the majority of these mechanisms exhibit few of the 

characteristics outlined in the effectiveness criteria. This contrasts significantly 

with participative mechanisms reportedly deployed at PR14. Firstly, whilst those 

mechanisms employed at PR09 continue to feature strongly, there is a much 

greater range of participative mechanisms used across the sector (i.e. across all 

three categories of Rowe & Frewer’s, (2005) typology). Secondly, whilst the 

range of participative mechanisms used across the sector has increased 

significantly, the functional equivalence of these mechanisms in some cases is 

unclear making it difficult to understand the actual level of variation in the 

mechanisms deployed (Rowe & Frewer, 2005). For example, how do 

deliberative forums and deliberative workshops differ and is one more effective 

than the other? Finally, the number of different mechanisms employed by each 

water utility has increased significantly. This may be a genuine reflection of the 

aims and variety of contexts and needs of the business in their decision-making 

processes and therefore the use of many mechanisms to maximise 

effectiveness (Green, 2007). However, it could also be a reflection of 

uncertainty regarding how best to enact their aims in light of Ofwat’s 

requirement for the demonstration of such practices particularly as water utilities 

have little history in designing and deploying these types of mechanisms (Rowe 

& Frewer, 2000). With no literature available in the public domain on the 

rationales employed in mechanism selection it is difficult to accurately 

understand the motivations for water utility choices. However, what the 

comparison of mechanisms employed between PR09 and PR14 does 

demonstrate is that water utilities clearly consider them to represent a 

significant feature of presenting a ‘successful’ planning and decision-making 

process with the aim of gaining regulatory support. 

 

On the process of mechanism selection (as opposed to characteristics of 

effective mechanisms), the public participation evaluation literature is relatively 

scant in detail. The literature reflects some agreement in that, whilst mechanism 
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selection is not a central determinant of overall participatory planning and 

decision-making process effectiveness, (as demonstrated by the sheer range of 

additional criteria identified) Rowe & Frewer, 2005); it does exert significant 

influence over the extent to which some benefits (or effectiveness criteria) are 

achieved relative to others (Chess & Purcell, 1999). It also acknowledges the 

interaction between participative mechanisms characteristics and contextual 

characteristics with the latter exerting both fostering and inhibitive influences 

with regards to the effectiveness of participative mechanisms (Abelson et al., 

2007; Reed, 2008; Rowe & Frewer, 2000). So with mechanism selection and 

design demonstrated as important in theory through a focus on typology 

development coupled with water utilities demonstrating their practical response 

to the participative agenda through deployment of increasingly variant and 

greater number of participatory mechanisms, it is clear that participative 

mechanism selection and design is considered a key response for the 

promotion of successful practices for participative planning and decision-

making. With constraints on the usefulness of evaluation literature in this 

context, and yet with the influence of mechanism selection in promoting some 

benefits over others acknowledged, it is clear that understanding how best to 

select and design mechanisms relative to the planning and decision-making 

context is an important practice. Key considerations extracted from the broader 

participation literature include: a) the need to fully understand the key 

characteristics of mechanisms (Rowe & Frewer, 2000) b) the importance of 

clarity with regards to the goals and purpose of the exercise (as emphasised in 

Section 2.3) and how this relates to the context in which the exercise is being 

undertaken (Glass, 1979; Newig et al., 2008) c) the need to carefully match the 

mechanism to the purpose of the planning and decision-making context 

including the level of participant involvement this requires (Reed, 2008; Glicken, 

2000; Fish et al., 2011; Lynam et al., 2007; Newig et al., 2008). For example, if 

the decisions being made are knowledge based then higher levels of participant 

involvement may not be required whereas in value-decisions then this may be 

more desirable (Rowe & Frewer, 2000) d) to consider the broader factors such 

as information requirements, the resource availability and timing in the planning 
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and decision-making process (as outlined in Table 2-2) in their selection 

decisions (Amerasinghe et al., 2008; Reed, 2008; New Economics Foundation, 

1998) e) explore the potential of mixing methods to meet objectives (Petts & 

Leach, 2000; Rowe & Frewer, 2000; Bherer & Breux, 2012). 

 

So, to address the question posed in this literature review: Is mechanism 

selection and design influential in determining the effectiveness of participative 

approaches? The literature relating to the effectiveness of participatory 

approaches suggests that mechanisms selection and design should privilege 

deliberative and high levels of participant power in order to maximise the 

effectiveness of participative processes. Literature focused on the practice of 

mechanism selection, however, adopts a more pragmatic approach suggesting 

that effective participative processes are achieved as a result of the 

relationships between the mechanisms selected, the process objectives and 

contextual issues. The use of multiple methods is also proposed in the literature 

where considered to offer potential to maximise achievement of process 

objectives. But, whilst it promotes this practice, the significance of mechanism 

selection and design where multiple mechanisms are utilised in a single 

planning and decision-making process has been little considered. With water 

utilities demonstrating the adoption of these practices (the use of multiple 

mechanisms) in their regulatory planning and decision-making practices 

(arguably a single planning and decision-making process) as demonstrated in 

Table A2-1 in Appendix A, the literature offers little practical insight. Of 

particular interest is whether the selection of one mechanism over another has 

the potential to impact the participant responses achieved, as it poses potential 

for the introduction of significant complexity into the application of this 

knowledge in the development of planning and decision-making responses. 

Comparative studies of this nature have not been identified in the literature 

despite greater calls for such studies (Bayley & French, 2008; Abelson & 

Gauvin, 2006). A greater understanding of the finer dynamics of mechanism 

selection and design may provide practitioners, in the water sector but also in 

other sectors, with greater confidence in their selections. Furthermore, it may 
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contribute to addressing the gap in understanding about its influence on outputs 

from these mechanisms particularly where multiple mechanisms are employed. 

 

2.5 Factors promoting or constraining the use and influence of 

outputs generated by participative processes in planning 

and decision-making processes 

This review aimed to explore factors affecting the effective institutionalisation of 

participative practices in water utility planning and decision-making. In response 

to a potential lack of water utility experience in using these types of outputs in 

planning and decision-making practices for the delivery of water and 

wastewater services as recognised in Chapter 1, this review aimed to address 

the question: what factors offer the potential to foster and constrain the use and 

influence of outputs generated by participative approaches in planning and 

decision-making processes? Sections, 1.1, 2.2, 2.3, and 2.4 have outlined the 

current scholarship relating to motivations for the adoption of these practices, 

the view as to what constituted effective participative processes and the 

influence of mechanism selection, all which may function to foster or constrain 

the use and influence of participative processes.  

 

The review of effectiveness criteria in Section 2.2 highlighted the lack of 

attention given to the planning of how participative outputs were to be used and 

the clarification of the institutional ambition with regards to their influence in 

planning and decision-making. In the context of this inquiry it was argued that 

criteria relating to the institutional response (i.e. how the institution utilised 

outputs in their planning and decision-making) were too broad and loosely 

defined providing limited guidance to practitioners. To illustrate this, some of the 

themes considered to drive effective practices in this phase of participative 

planning and decision-making as outlined in Table 2-3 included: a) transparency 

b) integration with other activities c) consistency of practices d) successful 

integration of different knowledge types e) ensuring influence of public input 
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(also referred to as local knowledge) through assigning it an appropriate 

weighting, f) the capacity of the organisation, their commitment to the process 

and the value attributed to local knowledge and f) ensuring that the outputs 

impact planning and decision-making responses. 

  

The deployment of participative mechanisms by water utilities as part of their 

regulatory planning and decision-making processes, poses potential for the 

generation of new forms of knowledge the likes of which most practitioners will 

be unaccustomed to dealing with and may introduce new complexities to their 

established planning and decision-making practices. Whilst participative 

mechanisms have been a major focus in the literature, Fazey et al, (2005) 

argue that the resulting accumulation of knowledge represents only the first step 

towards the utilisation of this in planning and decision-making; its existence 

does not necessarily guarantee its incorporation or use (Elton & Wolfe, 2012). 

The appropriate management of this knowledge by water utilities, therefore, 

holds significant potential to foster or constrain its effective incorporation, and is 

thus key to facilitating its influence and impact in planning and decision-making 

practices and response development (Fazey et al., 2012). The knowledge 

management literature offers potential useful insight in how institutional 

practices can promote more effective planning and decision-making responses.  

 

To better understand the current thinking on knowledge management, it is first 

necessary to consider what is considered to constitute ‘knowledge’. It is 

presented in the literature as distinct from data and information and that it can 

be held in a variety of forms. Primary definitions and terms adopted for the 

description and categorisation of knowledge in the literature are summarised in 

Table 2-6 though noting that this is by no means an exhaustive list (See 

Raymond et al., (2010) for an in-depth summary of all sub-types). 
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Table 2-6 Types and forms of knowledge outlined in the literature (Adapted from 

(Reed et al., 2013; Roux et al., 2006; Raymond et al., 2010; Fazey et al., 2005; 

Fazey et al., 2006; Maiello et al., 2013) ) 

Data Raw numbers or facts  

Information Data that has been organised i.e. through processing, analysis and / or 
interpretation  

Knowledge Information that is known by an individual or a group. It is a mix of 
experiences, values, context and intuition that form a framework by which an 
individual or a group evaluate and incorporate new experiences and 
information  

Tacit Unconscious knowledge (i.e. knowledge that we hold but are not aware of) 
that is difficult to articulate but has a significant impact on both behaviour 
and thought processes 

Implicit Tacit knowledge that can be articulated but is not in a form that is accessible 
to others 

Explicit Articulated or codified knowledge i.e. through reports etc. and is accessible 
by others 

Expert A depth of experience developed as a result of many years of practice within 
institutionalised contexts and through formalised procedures. Much of this 
knowledge is tacit some of which can be made explicit. Their knowledge 
allows them to recognise issues that are not easily recognised by others and 
enables them to reason and solve problems but can mean that their 
flexibility can vary 

Lay Non-expert or informal knowledge that is implicit and reflective of situational 
interpretation of circumstances and relationships. This ‘lay’ knowledge is 
held by those who are not practitioners of specific sectors, theory or 
practice. 

 

Management of these forms of knowledge has been conceptualised in a 

number of ways in the literature. Horlick-Jones et al., (2007) presents a process 

of knowledge ‘translation’ through stages of gathering, presenting, disputing and 

agreeing, framing and re-framing before use. Whilst Reed et al., (2013) further 

expands this concept to include the treatment of both new and existing 

knowledge referring to it as a process of generating, storing, circulating new 

knowledge whilst identifying combining and applying existing knowledge to 

achieve specific objectives. These concepts reflect more recent themes within 

the literature of ‘knowledge exchange’ and ‘knowledge generation/co-

generation’ which describe iterative processes of knowledge sharing and use 

and collaboration between users and producers of knowledge as more effective 

modes of knowledge management (Reed et al., 2013; Fazey et al., 2012). 
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These modes have built on the earlier theme of knowledge transfer which 

implies a linear transmission of knowledge from producers to users (Reed et al., 

2013) i.e. from those that hold this knowledge to those that do not (Partidario & 

Sheate, 2013). Implicit in this mode, however, is the view that knowledge is both 

explicit and ‘inert’ which is counter to more recent thinking both with regard to 

how knowledge is generated and shared and is more effectively conducted 

through conceptualising it as a social process (Fazey et al., 2012; Elton & 

Wolfe, 2012). 

 

Using these models to consider the use of participatory approaches in planning 

and decision-making it could be described as the process of eliciting, combining 

and building on tacit, implicit and explicit knowledge from both the public (lay 

knowledge) and practitioners (typically expert knowledge) to generate new 

knowledge enabling the development of more effective strategies and 

interventions (Roux et al., 2006). The management of information and 

knowledge throughout this process suggests the need for modes of knowledge 

exchange (Jinnings et al., 2007) as the adoption of management modes more 

akin to knowledge transfer may fail to account for plurality of knowledge 

available (Fazey et al., 2012). However, the dynamic and complex nature of 

these processes is acknowledged in the literature Dalcanale et al., (2011) and 

as is recognised by Fazey et al., (2012), remain poorly understood with respect 

to their application in different contexts.  

 

Water utilities present challenging environments in which to manage 

knowledge; reflecting back to Sections 1.2.2 and 1.4, they typically reflect large, 

hierarchical organisations incorporating practitioners across a range of 

functional areas with variant (although predominantly technical or engineering 

based) expertise and backgrounds, and planning and decision-making is often 

conducted at a regional scale resulting in the delivery of a regional service 

package incorporating multiple yet distinct attributes. The incorporation of 

participatory processes as part of planning and decision-making in water utilities 
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in England and Wales could be argued to further add to this complex knowledge 

management context. Gaining a greater understanding with regards to how 

knowledge generated by participative processes can be best managed in these 

organisations presents the opportunity for customer views and preferences to a) 

be incorporated in planning and decision-making processes and b) influence the 

future direction of strategic delivery of water and wastewater services in 

response to future management challenges. A review of the scholarship reveals 

coverage of factors that foster or constrain the use and influence of knowledge 

in complementary contexts but reflects little coverage with respect to the 

operation of knowledge management processes within water utilities. Literature 

form NRM, utility and local government planning contexts will be further 

reviewed in order to establish the current views as to the conditions, processes 

and practices potentially fostering or constraining the acquisition, distribution 

and utilisation of knowledge in planning and decision-making.  

 

The factors identified in both Table A3-1 in Appendix A and Figure 2.2 have 

been generated from across a range of NRM disciplines including: 

environmental management (Fazey et al., 2012; Maiello et al., 2013; Raymond 

& Robinson, 2013; Newig et al., 2008); Wetland management (Fazey et al., 

2005; Fazey et al., 2006); Environmental risk management (Johnson & Chess, 

2006; Chess & Johnson, 2006); Land management (Phillipson et al., 2012; 

Reed et al., 2013); conservation management (Sheikheldin et al., 2010); 

Strategic Environment Assessment (Partidario & Sheate, 2013); ecosystem 

assessment (Van Wyk et al., 2008); and, finally, water management (Mostert et 

al., 2010; Pahl-Wostl et al., 2007; Lamers et al., 2010; Von Korff et al., 2012; 

Dalcanale et al., 2011). Factors from additional disciplines include: local 

government (Wesselink et al., 2011); Transport planning (Bickerstaff & Walker, 

2001) and electricity networks (Cotton & Devine-Wright, 2012). Those studies 

undertaken in a water management context, which may arguably provide the 

most value to this inquiry, have predominantly focused on the role of social 

learning and the factors that foster and constrain these processes (Mostert et 

al., 2010; Pahl-Wostl et al., 2007). The association of social learning with the 
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fields of adaptive management and stakeholder participation in responding to 

increasingly complex and uncertain challenges facing practitioners perhaps 

accounts for its traction in the field of water management. However, in the 

context of knowledge exchange, social learning has been promoted as a 

complimentary process facilitating mutual understanding across pluralistic forms 

of knowledge and amongst multiple practitioners through ongoing interaction 

(Collins & Ison, 2010; Reed et al., 2013). The social learning literature in the 

context of water management therefore offers some useful insights into the 

conditions that facilitate or hinder more adaptive thinking and behaviors. 

However, it also recognises that the complex structures and common legacy of 

‘silo working’ promoting caution in its application in this context (Mostert et al., 

2010). Furthermore, social learning requires a balance of practitioner decision-

making power, which is rarely a reflection of organisational behaviors, 

particularly in private organisations or government agencies where hierarchical 

structures dominate (Mostert et al., 2010).  

 

The review of theoretical and empirical literature across those disciplines 

previously mentioned identified a range of factors identified to foster or 

constrain the effectiveness of knowledge management. These factors are 

outlined in Table A3-1. As this demonstrates, there are some similarities 

between those effectiveness criteria outlined earlier in this section and those 

reflected in the knowledge management literature. However, it reveals 

additional factors that warrant greater consideration in order to promote more 

effective institutional responses to participative outputs. It provides useful 

insight in to the influence of practitioner and organisation characteristics and 

behaviors on the effectiveness of knowledge management and thus the 

potential to foster or constrain effective incorporation of participative outputs in 

planning and decision-making processes. Figure 2.2 attempts to structure the 

factors identified in the literature to reflect its potential application to the use of 

participative outputs within planning and decision-making processes in a single 

organisation. Reflecting common themes in the literature, practitioners have 

been characterised as knowledge producers (or generators), knowledge users 
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(Van Wyk et al., 2008), experts and knowledge brokers. However, in adopting 

these categories it is recognised that these roles are not necessarily fixed and 

that practitioners may move between different roles at different stages of the 

knowledge management process (Reed et al., 2013). The knowledge exchange 

literature, in particular, privileges significant attention to these roles, and the 

interaction and relationships between them, moving away from traditional linear 

models of knowledge transfer that have previously dominated literature in this 

field. As such, effective knowledge exchange practices necessitate strong 

relationships, collaborative practices, interactive environments and processes, 

which privilege the role that practitioner characteristics and behaviors play in the 

generation and application useable knowledge and in maintaining the strength 

and continuity of relationships throughout the duration of planning and decision-

making processes (Fazey et al., 2005; Elton & Wolfe, 2012; Jolibert & 

Wesselink, 2012; Newig et al., 2008). It is unsurprising, therefore, that studies 

have sought to explore the views of practitioners in order to identify practical 

insights to facilitate improvements to organisational knowledge management 

practices (Johnson & Chess, 2006; Cotton & Devine-Wright, 2012). 
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Figure 2.2: Factors affecting knowledge management practices in 

organisations utilising participatory planning and decision-making practices 

 

Figure 2.2 also highlights the role that organisations play in provisioning the 

conditions in which practitioners operate. Studies such as that by Johnson & 

Chess, (2006) used the ‘organisational lens’ to focus of their study and make a 

case for a wider adoption of this perspective in knowledge management 

studies. Many of the studies contributing to the knowledge management 

literature are the result of analysing knowledge management in formal research 

contracts (Roux et al., 2006). However, as recognised by Fazey et al., (2012), 

there is a real need for a greater insight into what can be learned about 

knowledge management practices in ‘live’ organisational settings to identify 

functional parallels between this and the existing literature and to identify any 

additional factors fostering and constraining effective knowledge management 

in these settings. Where organisational contexts have been used in studies 

reported in the public participation and knowledge management literature, their 
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focus is often diverse in nature. For example, Wesselink et al, (2011) 

interviewed practitioners across water and biodiversity policy institutions and a 

study by Chess & Johnson, (2006) reports interviewing practitioners across 

areas as diverse as: communications and legislation; compliance and 

enforcement; environmental regulation; land use management; natural and 

historic resources; policy and planning science and site remediation and waste 

management. Whilst this may offer good coverage of different functions within 

the business it fails to report whether these variant organisations have a shared 

planning or decision-making process which would require their mutual 

involvement in knowledge management and thus offering limited insight 

regarding explicit processes to manage knowledge flows in these contexts 

(Chess & Johnson, 2006; Johnson & Chess, 2006; Wesselink et al., 2011). 

Finally, a knowledge management study exploring institutional factors affecting 

use of participative outputs in the energy sector (Cotton & Devine-Wright, 2012) 

found evidence to suggest the use of significant ‘political rhetoric’ with respect 

to practitioner view regarding use of these outputs and furthermore, a lack of 

guiding principles, practices and routines to facilitate its use at an operational 

level. This provides further support for additional organisational focused 

research efforts.  

 

Reflecting back of the question motivating this section of the review: What 

factors offer potential to foster and constrain the use and influence of outputs 

generated by participative mechanisms in planning and decision-making? This 

section has focused on exploring insights from the knowledge management 

literature to address this question. It has presented a range of factors reported 

in the literature to promote and constrain the effective management of new and 

existing knowledge, which, in turn, informs the use, and the level of knowledge 

it may be privileged in planning and decision-making processes.  

 

In acknowledging the relevance of knowledge exchange practices in the context 

of this research, it has emphasised the key role that the characteristics and 
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behaviors of practitioners play in knowledge management processes and, as a 

result of their influence made a case for the use of practitioner-led research in 

knowledge management studies. It demonstrated the benefits of organisational-

focused research efforts and recognised the limitations of the current literature 

base with respect to its consideration of knowledge management as part of a 

multi-practitioner organisational planning and decision-making process. Finally, 

with few examples of studies conducted in the water management field 

(excluding those focused on social learning) and with no coverage of water 

utilities identified as part of this review, the literature provides limited insight into 

knowledge management specifically in water utilities. With water utilities in 

England and Wales being faced with the task of incorporating lay-knowledge 

generated through the deployment of participative mechanisms in their planning 

and decision-making processes, it is proposed that exploring knowledge 

management practices employed in these organisations will provide critical 

insight into factors that affect the use and influence of lay knowledge and 

provide an agenda for the development of future improvements (Fazey et al., 

2005). 

 

2.6 Literature review conclusions and Research Questions  

This literature review aimed to address four guiding questions based around the 

research objectives set in Section 1.5. The first question: ‘What motivated the 

adoption of participative approaches?’ was addressed in Section 2.1.1. It 

revealed four theoretical rationales for the adoption of these practices that were 

well established in the literature described as normative, substantive, 

instrumental or legalistic in nature. The second question: ‘What are 

characteristics of effective participative practices?’ was addressed through an 

assessment of the public participation evaluation literature and the isolation of 

criteria of effectiveness. Revealing a significant range of effectiveness criteria, 

these were mapped on to typical stages of a participative process to reveal 

which stages were effectiveness criteria were directed. Appraising this in 

relation to the context of this research enquiry in combination with insights from 
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broader public participation literature three areas were identified as offering 

significant promise in promoting the effectiveness of these processes and yet, 

were little considered in the literature. The included the definition of a clear 

purpose (akin to motivational clarity), mechanism selection, and the 

development of the institutional response (i.e. the use and influence of 

participative outputs); these themes formed the basis of further enquiry.  

 

Related to the first question addressed by this review, but as a result of the 

review of characteristics of effectiveness, Section 2.3 explored empirical 

evidence on the motivations for the adoption of participative approaches. It 

found evidence to suggest the significance of clear motivations in achieving the 

benefits expected from the use of these approaches in sectors such as 

transport and local government but no coverage in the context of water utility 

planning and decision-making. Thus, there is a gap in our understanding 

relating to how practitioners operating in this context perceive the motivations of 

public participation and thus the understanding about what drives their choices 

throughout participatory planning and decision-making processes. Addressing 

this gap has become increasingly important in adapting practices to the 

changing nature of water and wastewater management issues and the types of 

responses that may be required as well as meeting the expectations of 

regulators. Research Question 1a and 1b propose to respond to this knowledge 

gap.  

 

The third enquiry presented at the start of this chapter posed the question: Is 

mechanism selection and design influential in determining the effectiveness of 

participative approaches? A review of literature across different streams of 

public participation research revealed contrasting views. A review of the public 

participation literature and empirical examples of mechanism selection by water 

utilities appeared to suggest its significance to the theoretical and practical 

public participation agenda. Yet, a review of the evaluation criteria, explored in 

addressing the earlier literature review question, suggested that the practical 
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process of mechanism selection was not highly regarded as promoting 

effectiveness, but rather mechanism characteristics promoting high levels of 

deliberation and participant power were expressed as significant. Additional 

evaluation literature acknowledges the influence of mechanisms selection in 

promoting relative achievement of some benefits over others and provided key 

considerations for the practical selection of participative mechanisms. A 

consideration presented included the use of multiple mechanisms to promote 

effectiveness. Empirical examples of water utility participative mechanism 

selection demonstrated the adoption of multiple mechanisms; however, no 

literature was identified to address the implications of this on the influence of 

mechanisms selection.  In responding to the question posed earlier, the public 

participation literature does not sufficiently consider the influence of mechanism 

selection, particularly where there is potential that multiple methods are to be 

employed in the same planning and decision-making context. A greater 

understanding of the finer dynamics of mechanism selection in the context may 

provide practitioners in the water sector, but also more broadly, with greater 

confidence in their selections and develop improved organisational practices. 

Research Question 2a is proposed to respond to this knowledge gap.  

 

The final enquiry posed at the start of this chapter question: What factors offer 

the potential to foster or constrain the use and influence of outputs generated by 

participative processes in planning and decision-making processes? Section 

2.5, presented a review of the knowledge management literature from across a 

range of NRM and planning contexts and, in doing so identified a range of 

fostering and constraining factors existing within the literature. A gap in the 

scholarship was identified with respect to knowledge management practices in 

organisations conducting NRM planning and decision-making and in particular 

those practices deployed during live knowledge management processes, 

particular those in large, complex and hierarchical organisations such as water 

utilities. Acknowledging the gap in the current scholarship with regards to the 

management of knowledge generated from participative mechanisms in these 
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settings, a practitioner-centred approach is proposed to provide useful insight 

into the types of practices in operation and the factors practitioners consider to 

promote or constrain their success. Research Question 3a and 3b are proposed 

to respond to this knowledge gap.  

 

This thesis therefore attempts to contribute to the current scholarship through 

the development of empirical research that endeavours to address the gaps 

identified above. These issues are addressed in Chapters 4, 5 and 6. In order to 

address these knowledge gaps, the following research questions are proposed. 

The overarching thesis research questions and their link to the research 

objectives are identified in Table 2-7.  

Table 2-7: Thesis objectives and research questions 

Research objectives Research questions 

1. To assess the clarity of motivations 
driving participative practices in water 
sector planning and decision-making in 
England and Wales.  

 

a) What do water utility practitioners believe 
to be the purpose of public participation 
in water utility planning and decision-
making? 

 

b) Do water utility practitioner views reveal 
factors that may promote or constrain 
greater clarity of motivation? 

2. To explore the influence of participatory 
mechanisms and preference formation 
on the outputs from participatory 
mechanisms in water sector planning 
and decision-making processes in 
England and Wales 

 

a) Does the type of participative 
mechanisms influence the outputs these 
mechanisms generate in terms of the 
expressed views of customers for water 
and wastewater services? 

3. To explore the use and influence of 
customer contributions in water sector 
planning and decision-making  

 

a) What knowledge management processes 
are in operation in water utility planning 
and decision-making contexts? 

 

b) What factors do water utility practitioners 
identify as significant in shaping the use 
and the level of influence outputs of 
participative mechanisms in planning and 
decision-making contexts? 
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2.7 Conclusion 

This thesis attempts to address issues relating to the potential role domestic 

customers and their contributions may play in the development of responses to 

water and wastewater service delivery challenges in England and Wales. In 

order to do this it has used the concepts of public participation and knowledge 

management in the context of water sector in England and Wales. The context 

of this inquiry required the adoption of an interdisciplinary approach combining 

issues from the field of water management, NRM with practices from the social 

sciences. Through contributing to gaps in the knowledge with regards to 

motivational clarity, participative mechanism selection and knowledge 

management in the institutionalisation of participative practices in water utility 

planning and decision-making, this research aims to provide insight assisting 

water utilities in enabling their practices, and the responses they develop, better 

respond to and reflect the views of water and wastewater customers and thus 

improving the potential quality of future management decisions.  
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3 METHODOLOGY 

3.1 Introduction 

This thesis is concerned with the exploration of factors that hold the potential to 

influence the effective institutionalisation of participatory processes in water 

utility planning and decision-making, as has been discussed extensively in 

Chapters 1 and 2. The organisational focus of this research presents a number 

of complexities that have been managed through the deployment of a 

systematic research methodology. The development of this has required the 

consideration of the philosophical assumptions underpinning this research 

inquiry in addition to the range of research approaches, strategies and methods 

available. Using Figure 3.1 to guide the structure of this Chapter, Section 3.2 

outlines the key philosophical issues that underpin the achievement of the 

objectives of this research. Section 3.3 then assess the research strategy 

employed within this thesis. A review of the development of the empirical 

framework adopted in this thesis is then outlined in Section 3.4. Measures taken 

to ensure the rigour of this research are then outlined in Section 3.5 before a 

review of research ethics and positionality in Sections 3.6 and 3.7. Section 3.8 

provides a critique of the approaches adopted in the thesis before Section 3.9 

provides a summary of the main rationale outlined in this Chapter. 

The research questions posed in Table 2-7 are addressed through the 

deployment of three fieldwork activities: 

 

Study A: The deployment of three participative mechanisms in the context of 

exploring domestic customer preferences for water and wastewater service 

delivery in order to evaluate their ability to provide commensurable outputs and 

thus providing insight into the influence of mechanism design on the outputs of 

participatory mechanisms. This will be explored further in Chapter 4 

Study B: In response to findings generated in Fieldwork A, group discussion 

sessions were used to explore the influence of bill impact as a feature of 
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mechanism design on domestic customer preferences for water and wastewater 

service delivery. This will be explored further in Chapter 5. 

Study C: semi-structured interviews were proposed to be conducted with 

practitioners in water utilities operating in England and Wales to explore: a) their 

views on the purpose of public participation in water utility planning and 

decision-making processes and b) the factors that they consider to be 

significant in shaping the use and influence of participative mechanisms in 

planning and decision-making contexts. This will be explored further in Chapter 

6. 

 

 

Figure 3.1 Overview of the research process 
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3.2 Nature of this research inquiry and the implications for 

research philosophy 

This section outlines the philosophical principles that underpin this research 

enquiry, the rationales for the methodological approach adopted and its impact 

on research activity design. 

 

3.2.1 Nature of this research inquiry 

The nature of this research, as has been alluded to in Chapters 1 and 2, is 

concerned with water utilities and their ability to effectively institutionalise public 

participation practices as part of the primary planning and decision-making 

process in England and Wales, the quinquennial Price Review. The 

organisational focus of this research aligns well with what Gill & Johnson (2002) 

have described as ‘organisational research’; being ‘applied’ in nature, it focuses 

on the production of specific outputs specific driven by the needs of the 

sponsoring organisation whilst also addressing gaps in the current scholarship 

(Easterby-Smith et al., 2002; Grey, 2009). This type of research is recognised 

as being particularly challenging. Grey (2009) recognises the typical 

interdisciplinary nature; the complexities of organisations; potential for specific 

agendas to be held by organisational practitioners and the potential conflicts 

which may arise as a result of the exposure of research to the dynamics of day-

to-day organisation as factors characterising the challenging nature of this 

research context. 

 

A systematic approach to research design is promoted to account for the 

complex and dynamic nature of these research settings to ensure appropriate 

research design, selection of research approaches and securing quality 

research outcomes (Easterby-Smith et al., 2002). Emphasised is the need for 

clearly defined beliefs held by the researcher and channelled into the research 

design and execution particularly regarding the nature of the research context 
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and what can feasibly be known about it (ontology); the nature of knowledge 

and how it can be acquired (epistemology); the purpose and aims of the 

research; the research audience and also the role of the researcher within the 

research design (Snape & Spencer, 2003).  

 

3.2.2 Research philosophy 

On considering the factors outlined above, it is necessary to briefly outline the 

philosophical position underpinning this research enquiry; particularly the 

ontological and epistemological positions realism, materialism and idealism 

which, as demonstrated in Table 3-1, vary based on their views on the 

constructions of reality (Snape & Spencer, 2003). Related, but perhaps less 

extreme positions are also identified within the literature, for example critical or 

subtle realism (See Maxwell, (2012) for a full discussion).  

Table 3-1 Ontological Standpoints(Adapted from Snape & Spencer, (2003) 

Ontological standpoint Definition 

Realism An external reality exists that is independent of social beliefs or 
understandings 

Idealism Reality is only understandable through the human mind and 
socially constructed meaning 

Materialism There is a real world but material or physical features present 
reality 

 

Two established schools of thought exist with respect to epistemology: 

Positivism and Interpretivism. The factors distinguishing these positions are 

outlined in Table 3-2. 
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Table 3-2: Distinguishing features of two influential epistemological positions 

(Adapted from Snape & Spencer, (2003)) 

 Positivism Interpretivism 

Role of the researcher The world is unaffected by 
and independent of the 
influence of the research 

The researcher and the world 
are inter-related and impact 
upon each other 

Legitimacy of knowledge Facts and values are distinct 
facilitating objective and 
value-free inquiry 

Facts and values are indistinct 
and subject to influence by the 
researchers perspective and 
values preventing objective 
value free inquiry, although 
recognising that the research 
can provide transparency 
regarding their assumptions 

Knowledge acquisition Methods typically associated 
with deductive reasoning are 
appropriate in application to 
the study of social 
phenomena as behaviour 
can be viewed as ‘ governed 
by law-like regularities’ 

Methods typically associated 
with deductive reasoning are 
inappropriate in the application 
to the study of social 
phenomena as the world is 
mediated through constructed 
meaning which is then explored 
harnessing participant and 
researcher understanding 

 

Whilst the ontological and epistemological outlined reflect traditional thinking in 

research philosophy, pragmatism, as an alternative approach to research 

design has gained traction in the field of social sciences, particularly where a 

trans-disciplinary and multi-method approaches are promoted such as that 

common in organisational research. This standpoint puts a greater focus on the 

research design (including the selection of suitable research methods) to 

complement the aims of the research inquiry as opposed to being influenced by 

the philosophical theory (Seale, 1999). 

 

The organisational context of this research constrains, to some degree, its 

alignment to a single recognised standpoint. The aim to produce practical 

insight to specific organisational issues concerning the institutionalisation of 

participative planning and decision-making approaches in water utilities 

whereby, quantitative methods are typical (reflecting the legacy of techno-
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rationale approaches to planning and decision-making), makes necessary a 

rigorous strategy of data collection and analysis that is neutral and unbiased 

and clearly evidences the interpretive stages of the analysis process to ensure 

its credibility (Snape & Spencer, 2003). Similarly, the nature of the research 

questions underpinning this study require a research design that is flexible and 

sensitive to the organisational context in which both water utility practitioners 

and water customers are rooted. In light of these constraints, this research has 

adopted philosophical principles from across multiple standpoints.   

 

The ontological stance adopted within this research is compatible with a 

position described as ‘subtle’ realism (Hammersley, 1992). In other words, it 

accepts that reality exists independently of an individual’s interpretation and, in 

rejecting that it is possible to have an objective knowledge of this reality, it 

subscribes to the idea that knowledge is accessed through socially constructed 

meanings and that multiple versions of reality may exist for any one 

phenomenon (Maxwell, 1996; Snape & Spencer, 2003; Hammersley, 1992). It 

was important, therefore, to ensure that the research methodologies deployed 

provisioned the revelation of the variation in perspectives enabling a 

comprehensive understanding of the issue under scrutiny. The epistemological 

standpoint of this research inquiry drew on principles from across positivism, 

interpretivism and pragmatism. The relevance of these principles to this 

research is outlined in Table 3-3.  

 

Table 3-3: Epistemological position and rationale(Adapted from Snape & 

Spencer, (2003)) 

Epistemological 
position 

Principles adopted Rationale 

Scientific 
inquiry 

Striving to incorporate objectivity 
and neutrality as much as 
possible throughout the research 
process in order to minimise 
researcher influence 

 

This research aimed to generate 
practical organisation-specific 
outcomes offering potential to 
impact practice and address 
strategic policy needs. It required 
the demonstration of responsible 
research process design 
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acknowledging potential for bias 
and implementation of mitigation 
measures.  

The fulfilment of the thesis research 
questions required extensive 
interaction with water utility 
practitioners and the public posing 
the potential for researcher 
influence. Adoption of objective and 
neutral practices mitigate this 
influence. 

Interpretivism Adoption of practices which 
privilege the importance of 
understanding of an individual’s 
views and values whilst remaining 
grounded within their own 
experiences and perceptions of 
reality 

Acknowledge that greater clarity 
of insight can be achieved 
through the synthesis, 
comparison and combination of 
individuals perspectives 

The use of interpretive tools to 
ground research findings in a 
broader context and aid with 
research accessibility 

 

Understanding the views of 
practitioners in the context of their 
role and experiences in water utility 
organisations was crucial to the 
contribution of this thesis. 

Thematic content analysis enabled 
the synthesis and combination of 
practitioner perspectives and 
provided a rich insight of factors that 
influence effective practices 

The literature, as outlined in 
Chapter 2, highlighted the 
importance of using the insight of 
practitioners to gain a greater 
understanding about their roles, 
experiences, views and perceptions 
to further understanding of factors 
that inform the effectiveness of 
participative approaches  

Pragmatism The belief that research quality 
and rigour are influenced by the 
choice of research method which 
can be constrained through the 
alignment to a single 
epistemological perspective 

The research questions that this 
thesis attempt to address do not 
align to a single epistemological 
perspective 

 

3.3 Research approach and methodologies adopted 

The adoption of the philosophical perspectives described in Section 3.2.2 had 

implications for the research approach used to address the research questions 

posed within this thesis. Recognised as key to defining research approaches is 

style of reasoning with both inductive (i.e. the establishment of emerging 

patterns and meanings between variables to generate and assertion about 

potential relationships (Grey, 2009)) or deductive (i.e. hypothesis testing: the 

conformation, rejection or modification of an assertion based on the relationship 

between two or more variables (Grey, 2009)) styles recognised.  Acknowledging 
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the required pragmatic approach to research design in line with the nature of 

this research, an inductive reasoning approach was largely considered to best 

address the research questions whilst also recognising the requirement for 

deductive reasoning to address elements of specific research questions. For 

example, an inductive approach was adopted in understanding the research 

context and to inform findings with respect to the clarity of motivational 

rationales and knowledge management practices shaping the use and influence 

of customer contributions to planning and decision-making. However, elements 

of deductive reasoning were applied in studies A and B in understanding the 

influence of participative mechanism selection on the outputs from participatory 

mechanisms in water services.  

 

Section 3.2 identified this research as ‘applied in nature’ with the research 

findings contributing to an improved understanding of the institutionalisation of 

participative processes in water utilities which has implications for the role of 

research methods in this thesis (Ritchie, 2003). As has been outlined in Section 

1.6, this research was undertaken directly with an industrial sponsor. The author 

was embedded as an active practitioner within this organisation for the duration 

of this research inquiry providing input in the form of customer preference and 

acceptability information resulting from the deployment of Studies A and B but 

also the research findings generated from Studies A, B and Study C to assist 

them in informing their future practices. The direction of the research has been 

strongly influenced by their needs and issues they encountered as part of their 

PR14 business planning preparations. This research inquiry has therefore been 

built on collaboration between the author and practitioners operating water 

utilities in England and Wales. With this research arguably reflective of 

‘participatory research’ in the sense it is conducted with those people whose 

actions are under study and places emphasis on coproduction of knowledge as 

opposed to action or change (Bergold & Thomas, 2012; Grey, 2009) the 

research design needed to be sensitive to the need for practitioners to be willing 

to enter into a research process and to disclose their views, opinions and 
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experiences which can be difficult to achieve in organisational settings (Bergold 

& Thomas, 2012). Furthermore, it placed importance on the role of the author 

with regards to the deployment of flexible and reflexive approaches and had 

implications for the timing of research activities relative to the Price Review 

process, the specific implications of which are explored further in each Sections 

3.4.1, 3.4.2 and 3.4.3. 

 

The objectives and research questions this thesis attempted to address are 

both explanatory and evaluative in nature (Ritchie, 2003; Robson, 2002). They 

are explanatory in that factors, influences and motivations leading to decisions, 

actions, and non-action with regards to the management of customer 

contributions in planning and decision-making (RQ 1 and 3), are of central 

concern. However, with practitioners required to reflect on the factors that they 

perceive to have contributed to successful or unsuccessful practices in using 

customer contributions in planning and decision-making, and the nature of their 

experience being a key concern this research enquiry in part also reflects 

evaluative research objectives (RQ 1 and 3). Evaluative objectives are further 

demonstrated in considering potential responses to RQ2, which focused on 

establishing the significance of mechanism selection.  

 

To summarise, the research questions posed in Table 2-7, required a research 

design reflecting inductive and to a lesser extent deductive approaches to 

reasoning, flexible and sensitive both to the organisational context in which 

practitioners experiences and views are rooted and reflecting both the 

explanatory and evaluative objectives underpinning these research questions. A 

overarching qualitative research design was considered to be appropriate in this 

context particularly in determining the research methodology and data collection 

methods. However, it is acknowledged that, with regards to analysis, 

complementary to qualitative analysis processes, the use of quantitative 

analysis tools will be necessary to provide insight into the extent of variability by 

different participatory mechanisms as required in response to RQ2.  
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3.4 The development of the empirical fieldwork 

Given the emerging popularity of public participation approaches as a way of 

facilitating the adoption of alternative water and wastewater delivery practices 

and management approaches, understanding the impact of motivational clarity, 

mechanism selection and effective knowledge management practices is 

considered to be crucial. Whilst there is potential to explore these issues on a 

broader geographical scale, the context of this research is limited to England 

and Wales. This is because water utilities operating in this are exposed to the 

same regulatory landscape; the customers have experienced relatively 

commensurate experiences with regards to sector developments and their 

impact on the service they have received and, water utilities are exposed to the 

same planning and decision-making process in terms of the expectations for 

public participation. 

 

Whilst England and Wales has been chosen as the location of interest, as has 

been alluded to in Section 1.3, there are currently twenty-one water utilities. It 

was necessary to establish whether a single water utility should be the focus of 

analysis or whether the research should focus on generating sector-wide 

knowledge. Reflecting on the RQ and their focus relative to the wider context of 

the water sector activity it seems that each lends its self to a different unit of 

analysis when taking pragmatic considerations (i.e. resources) into account. 

Study A and B have focused on developing findings generated through 

participative research with domestic customers of a single water utility. This was 

determined as a suitable approach as the nature of the authors collaboration 

with a multiple water utilities would likely prove unpopular and time-consuming 

in attempting to secure the participation of other water utilities during a key 

phase of the PR14 planning and decision-making process. Conversely, study C 

attempted to generate sector-wide knowledge. The study has been scheduled 

to promote sector-wide involvement in this study by delaying the scheduling of 
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this activity until after water utilities had submitted their business plans in 

December 2013.  

 

Having established the overarching methodology underpinning the development 

of this research, the methodological development of the three research activities 

undertaken will be outlined. Coverage of the data collection methods employed, 

the timeframe, research relationships and ethical research considerations will 

be presented and specific details regarding the selection of research samples, 

and the design and deployment of research instruments will be discussed in 

Sections 4, 5, and 6 reporting Study A, B and C respectively. 

 

3.4.1 Study A 

As discussed in Section 2.4, a review of the literature has revealed a gap in the 

knowledge with regards to the influence of mechanism selection and design, in 

particular with respect to the use of multiple participatory mechanisms within a 

single planning and decision-making process. The development of research 

question 2a was developed in an attempt to contribute to an identified gap in the 

current scholarship. To recap: Does the type of participative mechanism 

influence the outputs these mechanisms generate in terms of the expressed 

views of customers for water and wastewater services? As has been outlined, 

this has been undertaken with the domestic customers of a single water utility, 

the sponsoring organisation of this research.  

 

Data collection methods 

This research question required the generation of new data, (i.e. capturing the 

priorities of domestic water and wastewater customers) to enable an 

assessment as to the commensurability of outputs generated by different 

participative mechanisms. New data ensured that participants were exposed to 

as similar as possible conditions and content mitigating the potential impact of 

other external variables. The generation of new data was combined with a 
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review of existing documentation available within the sponsoring organisation in 

order to illuminate future strategic issues with respect to water and wastewater 

service delivery and to gain a greater understanding of their strategy and policy 

needs enabling this to be reflected this within the content of this study.  

 

The nature of the research question itself implies the necessary use of multiple 

data collection methods to facilitate the comparison of the outputs of variant 

participatory mechanisms. Given the constraints placed on this study by the 

sponsoring organisation, the extent of variation in participatory mechanisms 

employed was limited to what could feasibly be achieved within the financial 

and timescales available whilst also ensuring the concurrent achievement of the 

sponsoring organisation aims and objectives of this exercise. A group 

discussion setting was considered to provide the most suitable delivery 

arrangement in terms of resources and meeting sample quotas whilst it also 

offered the most flexible setting for the deployment of different participatory 

mechanisms. Group discussions describe a research method whereby a small 

group of participants (typically between four and ten) are recruited to discuss 

and share their views on a specific research topic (Ritchie, 2003). Promoted for 

their naturalistic research setting, they foster the development of refined and 

considered discussion through interaction whilst providing time for consideration 

and reflection (Finch & Lewis, 2003; Ritchie, 2003).  

 

These group discussions sought the views and preferences of domestic water 

customers across a range of topics relating to aspects of their water and 

wastewater service delivery; the introduction of variant participatory 

mechanisms formed one element within the overall structure of the group 

discussion sessions. As outlined above, the context of the study constrained the 

extent of mechanism variance that could be explored in its own right as part of 

this activity because the study was required to form part of the sponsoring 

organisations early customer engagement efforts with the aim of facilitating an 

initial indication of the relative priorities of domestic customers for water and 
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wastewater to support them in their PR14 policy and strategy development. 

Accounting for this challenging context yet attempting to fully address the 

ambition of the research question, it was necessary to replicate different modes 

of eliciting priorities inherent in different forms of participatory mechanisms. This 

study explored: a) individual prioritisation reflecting consultative forms of 

participatory mechanisms such as questionnaires or surveys b) group 

prioritisation replicating prioritisation methods typically used in participatory 

mechanisms where two-way communication is facilitated such as deliberative 

workshops; focus groups or group discussions and c) group budgeting which 

reflects methods that include elements of monetisation and group deliberation 

such as deliberative monetary valuation; Willingness to Pay (WTP) surveys, and 

budget simulation tools. This range of elicitation mechanisms was selected as 

they represented the modes of prioritisation typically utilised in participatory 

mechanisms that have proven popular water utility choices in their planning and 

decision-making for the Price Review (as demonstrated in Table A2-1). The use 

of these methods enabled two particular parameters to be identified in the 

resulting expressed preferences: a) the influence of the mode of prioritisation 

(i.e. individual or group); and b) the influence of associated bill impact. 

 

Time frame 

This study was undertaken as a single research episode, which consequently 

had impacts on the timing of this research. As has already been outlined, this 

study was concurrently used to collect data to support the development of early 

policy and strategy as part of the PR14. The timing of this study therefore had to 

be conducted early in the Price Review (and in the timeline of this research 

process) in order to achieve the aims of the sponsoring organisation. The timing 

of this research was not anticipated to impact on the relative priorities of the 

research participants.  
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Research relationships 

Section 1.6 outlined that the research outputs generated were required to be 

used by the research sponsor in the development of their business plan. An 

implication of this was that professional market researchers had to be employed 

to undertake the recruitment of research participants, the facilitation and 

recording of this activity. These professional market researchers were selected 

through a professional tender process in line with the internal organisational 

supply chain processes. The author was involved in establishing and reviewing 

the tender process to ensure that the market researchers selected had 

experience in water utility research, a strong background in qualitative research 

processes and furthermore that they were flexible and amenable to 

accommodating the objectives of this research. It was critical that effective 

relationships were developed between the author and those market research 

professionals in order to ensure that the deployment of the study design in line 

with the authors specification. This was facilitated through regular face-to-face 

meetings in the early stages of study preparation to ensure that the objectives 

of the research both from the sponsoring organisation and the author were clear 

and that the market researchers were bought-in and confident in the 

deployment of the study design. Regular email exchange and telephone 

conferences were then utilised as necessary, prior to the execution of the study. 

In order to monitor the quality of the market researchers throughout the duration 

of the fieldwork, the author attended each group and, on the few occasions the 

author was unable to attend, supplementary support was provided by water 

utility practitioners from the sponsoring organisation (briefed by the author). This 

also served the purpose of providing a point of water management expertise 

should the market researchers be unable to answer specific technical questions 

which was introduced into the research design following findings from the pilot 

studies whereby it was observed that the quality of the sessions could be 

improved through access to technical knowledge. This also formed part of the 

feedback from water sector quality regulators who attended the pilot sessions to 

offer their input. The introduction of an expert had associated risks such as 

biasing discussion and also the consistency of information / guidance provided 
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between sessions which needed to be managed. Mitigation measures included: 

a) the use of one expert per methodology being trialled (where possible) 

ensuring that the expert is familiar with the approach being used and will ensure 

consistency when conducting analysis of results b) The experts would be 

provided with briefing material covering a variety of expected topics to ensure 

that they are prepared to respond consistently to questions from the 

participants.  

 

3.4.2 Study B 

This study was developed to further explore the findings generated from Study 

A and thus responds to Research Question 2a. Similar to Study A, this study 

was undertaken with the domestic customers of a single water utility, the 

sponsoring organisation of this research.  

 

Data collection methods 

This research question required the generation of new data with to understand 

the acceptability of domestic water and wastewater customers to differences in 

bill impacts across a range of water and wastewater investment proposals. The 

generation of new data ensured that participants were exposed to as similar as 

possible conditions and content within each session. The generation of new 

data was combined with a review of existing documentation (naturally occurring 

data) available within the sponsoring organisation that outlined a range of 

proposed investment scenarios developed in response to strategic water and 

wastewater challenges and being considered for the PR14 business plan 

submission.  

 

The nature of the research question required the use of a single data collection 

method. The nature of this study and its alignment with the sponsoring 

organisation business planning activities presented significant constraints on 
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the design and content of this study. It was limited to what could be achieved 

within the financial and timescale constraints imposed by their PR14 business 

plan schedule whilst also ensuring the concurrent achievement of the 

sponsoring organisations aims and objectives for this exercise.  

 

Group discussions were considered to provide the most suitable delivery 

arrangement in terms of financial resources and meeting sample quotas whilst 

also aligning it with the timescale constraints set by the organisation. Group 

discussions have been defined in Section 3.4.1 in the context of Study A. These 

sessions sought to establish domestic customer acceptability of water and 

wastewater investment scenarios and the rationales for their decisions. Water 

utilities, as part of the PR14 business planning and decision-making process 

were required to conduct a large-scale quantitative acceptability testing study; 

the purpose of this study from the perspective of the sponsoring organisation 

was to provide practitioners in the sponsoring organisation with complementary 

insight into the rationales used by domestic customers to determine 

acceptability of investment proposals whilst in the context of this research it 

served to further explore the findings from Study A. The dual nature of this 

study meant that the researcher unable to play a significant role in shaping the 

design and content of this study with it being heavily driven by the requirements 

of the sponsoring organisation. Reflecting the themes of the quantitative study 

deployed by the sponsoring organisation, the study enabled two parameters to 

be explored a) domestic customer importance of a range of water and 

wastewater investment scenarios and b) their rationales for determining the 

acceptability (in terms of improvement delivered vs. bill impact) of these 

scenarios  

 

Time frame 

This study was undertaken as a single research episode, which consequently 

had impacts on the timing of this research. As has already been outlined, this 
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study was concurrently used to collect data to support the quantitative 

acceptability testing being conducted as part of the sponsoring organisations 

PR14 activities. The timing of this study therefore had to be conducted relatively 

late in the Price Review period in order to achieve the aims of the sponsoring 

organisation. The timing of this research was not anticipated to impact on the 

expressed views of the research participants.  

 

Research relationships 

As this study was being used to contribute to a critical element of the 

sponsoring organisations business planning activities, senior management and 

professional market researchers were required to be involved in the design of 

this study. In addition, professional market researchers were employed to 

undertake the recruitment of research participants, the facilitation and audio 

recording of this activity. These professional market researchers were selected 

through a professional tender process in line with the internal organisational 

supply chain processes. Those professional market researchers used in this 

study were the same practitioners that were used in Study A described in 

Section 3.4.1. The author initiated and managed the tender process to ensure 

that the market researchers selected had experience in water utility research 

and a strong background in qualitative research processes. Furthermore, that 

they were flexible and amenable to accommodating the objectives of this 

research. Having previously worked closely together in the deployment of Study 

A, effective research relationships had been developed between the author and 

those market research professionals selected. Regular face-to-face meetings in 

the early stages of study preparation ensured that the objectives of the research 

both from the sponsoring organisation and the author were clear and that the 

market researchers were able to deliver the aims of the research. Regular email 

exchange and telephone conferences were then utilised as necessary prior to 

the execution of the study. Similar to arrangements outlined for Study A, the 

quality of the market researchers deployment of each session throughout the 

duration of the fieldwork was monitored by the author and/or water utility 
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practitioner (who had been briefed by the author) and again served the purpose 

of providing a point of expertise should the market researchers be unable to 

answer specific technical questions. Risks associated with the introduction of 

external expertise were mitigated by ensuring a) the use of one expert per 

location to minimise both numbers of experts involved and minimise disruption 

to Market Researchers b) each expert was briefed and provided with material 

covering a variety of potential topics which could be discussed to ensure that 

they were prepared to respond consistently to questions from the participants.  

3.4.3 Study C 

As discussed in Chapters 1 and 2 a review of the literature identified a need for 

the exploration of water utility practitioner motivations for the adoption of 

participative practices in addition to factors fostering or constraining their use of 

participative mechanism outputs and their influence in water utility planning and 

decision-making The development of research questions 1a, 1b, 3a and 3b 

were developed in an attempt to contribute to the current scholarship.  

 

Data collection methods 

A combination of naturally occurring and generated data was utilised in this 

study. Naturally occurring data was used primarily in the determination of the 

parent sample population (i.e. the water utilities to be used in the sample) and 

to supplement the authors understanding of the substantive content of current 

and historical planning and decision-making processes with regards to the 

incorporation and influence of customer contributions. The generation of new 

data was crucial to this study and relied on participants (water utility 

practitioners) providing relevant insights based on their re-construction, re-

processing and re-telling of their personal views and experiences (either 

spontaneously or in response to probing by the author) in an interview setting. 

Whilst it is acknowledged that this type of data collection is limited by participant 

capacity, it represented an effective method to address the research questions 

posed in this study. It was proposed that the views of practitioners across the 
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water sector in England and Wales were captured enabling the exposure of any 

potential variation in practitioner motivations; the knowledge management 

practices deployed facilitating the use and influence of participative outputs in 

their planning and decision-making making the treatment of comparison crucial 

to the research design.  

 

The study seeks multiple perspectives rooted in multiple contexts i.e. the 

perspectives of multiple practitioners captured across a range of water utilities. 

Whilst the aims of this research inquiry may initially reflect commensurability 

with a multiple case study design (i.e. where multiple cases are utilised for the 

improvement of reliability and generalizability or where there are multiple units 

of analysis) (Grey, 2009), there are a number of factors that prohibited the 

adoption of this form of case-study approach. Firstly, a case-study design 

requires each case to be treated as a separate study in its own right requiring 

the practitioner sample to be replicated in each case (i.e. water utility) in order 

to make valid comparisons. Whilst the organisational structure and distribution 

of responsibilities in the sponsoring organisation is known; achieving the same 

understanding of these factors for other water utilities is not feasible prior to the 

fieldwork stage. This, therefore, presents difficulties in the generation of entirely 

replicable samples in each water utility precluding a case-study approach. 

Secondly, in order to replicate practitioner samples within each case would 

require each water utility to commit extensive resources, which may impact on 

their reciprocity to participation. It is anticipated that water utilities would be 

more amenable to participation where a small number of practitioner resources 

are required as would be the case if a non-case study approach was adopted. 

Finally, case study approaches typically require the researcher to have a range 

of theories, which are then tested through comparing and contrasting cases. In 

this study, no prior theories have been developed commensurate with the 

inductive reasoning approach adopted. For this reason a case study approach 

was not adopted and instead comparison was built into the study design 

focused around variations within the sample.  
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In-depth interviews were selected as the most appropriate method of data 

collection in this study over focus groups. Table 3-4 outlines the relative merits 

of each approach.  

Table 3-4 Merits of in-depth interview vs. focus groups (Adapted from (Lewis, 

2003; Legard et al., 2003; Finch & Lewis, 2003) 

In-depth interviews Focus groups 

In-depth interviews allow the collection of 
detailed personal context specific 
accounts allows these accounts to be 
explored in greater depth due to the 
ability to personalise lines of questioning 
and probing.  

Focus groups are better suited to the 
generation of data that is shaped by 
group discussion and therefore better 
reflects the social context of an issue. 
They are also limited in their ability to 
the detailed exploration of issues.  

In-depth interviews provide the 
opportunity to gain a great 
understanding of complex processes 
and issues.  

Focus groups are more suited to 
exploring abstract and conceptual 
subjects. 

Interviews are better suited where the 
potential respondents are less willing or 
able to travel or where there are 
confidentiality, power or status issues.  

Focus groups rely on respondents being 
willing to travel but also be open and 
willing to share their views within the 
group. 

 

In the context of this study, in-depth interviews were considered the more 

appropriate choice with the potential to offer the best opportunity to meet the 

objectives of the study. Reflecting on the research questions this study aims to 

address, it was important to gain a depth of understanding of practitioners 

personal views and experiences; the processes of refinement and reflection that 

would privilege the use of focus groups are not desired in this study. 

Furthermore, the nature of the study participants required a one-on-one 

research setting to ensure the confidentiality of their contributions and mitigate 

potential implications of these views being shared with their colleagues, 

rendering in-depth interviews the most appropriate choice.  

 

Semi-structured interviews were proposed as most suitable in the case of this 

research. This form of interview is typically non-standardised in approach, in 
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that a list of issues and questions to be covered is generated but used flexibly 

by the interviewer alongside prompts and probes to ensure emergent issues are 

capable of being captured. Similarly, whilst the literature acknowledges the 

potential difficulties of this practice in the ‘live’ interview setting, the introduction 

of new questions is encouraged and questions can be omitted if the interviewer 

feels where considered relevant / non-relevant to the discussion (Grey, 2009). 

The complex practical nature of semi-structured interviews relies on the 

expertise and skills of the researcher (Legard et al., 2003) both in a personal 

and professional capacity, to ensure successful execution and ultimately the 

quality of the research outputs (Rubin & Rubin, 1995) which is recognised by 

(Mason, 2002) as placing various demands on the interviewers mental and 

practical capabilities (i.e. quickly being able to exercise judgement about what 

lines of inquiry to pursue and how to develop probes and questions quickly) . 

Others emphasise the need for the interviewer to be able to build strong rapport 

with the participant as key to facilitating trust, respect and putting them at ease 

early in the interview (Grey, 2009; Oppenheim, 1992). In this regard, Grey, 

(2009) and Legard et al., (2003) promote confident, flexible, credible and active 

listening behaviours throughout the interview process whilst also ensuring the 

relevance and interest of lines of inquiry.  

 

The establishment of a good rapport is often reported as a key strategy that can 

function to strengthen the validity of the data collected through semi-structured 

interviews (Arksey & Knight, 1999). Grey, (2009) and Lewis & Ritchie, (2003) 

present factors considered to promote rigour in the deployment of this type of 

method including: establishing the appropriate length of the interview ensuring 

that the participants are sufficiently long to enable a full exploration of views; 

ensuring the incorporation of sufficient variation into the sample population 

ensuring sufficient coverage of pertinent perspectives and that that the sample 

size is sufficient. Sample population design will be covered in detail in Section 

6.3. The behaviours of the interviewer are also associated with the minimisation 

of the effects of interview bias (Oppenheim, 1992). The use of a topic guide was 
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be developed to help guide the author to structure the interview process limiting 

the possibility of deviation from the purpose of the inquiry, unless this is to 

follow emergent themes relevant to the study objectives as is permitted in this 

type of data collection method. The topic guide used outlined key prompts and 

probes and the sequence by which questions should be posed (Oppenheim, 

1992). Reliability was also ensured through robust recording and transcription 

practices; covered in more detail in Section 3.5 and 6.3.9. 

 

Timeframe 

This study was undertaken as a single research episode; consequently this had 

impacts on the timing of the research. As has already been outlined, the focus 

of this study tied directly in to the quinquennial PR14 planning and decision-

making process in England and Wales. The timing of this study coincided with 

the latter end of this Price Review Period, the deadline for Business Plan 

submission being December 2013. Scheduling the research to take place after 

the submission of Water Utility Business Plans was considered prudent for a 

variety of reasons: 

 

a) Practitioners would be better placed to reflect on their whole experience in a 

measured way which may not have been possible if this study had taken 

place during the decision-making process 

b) Undertaking this study reasonable soon after the submission of business 

plans limited the potential for distorted recall and post-event rationalisation 

(Dex, 1995). The use of a range of probes and lines of questioning is also 

counter the effect of this.  

c) Practitioner availability would have been extremely limited during the lead-up 

to the Business Plan submission. It is anticipated that practitioners will be 

more amenable to participating post-submission.  

d) Practitioners would have been less amenable to discussing this type of 

information prior to submission of the Business Plan due commercial 

sensitivity. 
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Research relationships 

The development of effective research relationships was key to the success of 

this study, especially in the recruitment and fieldwork phases. Following 

recommendations in the literature, (Ritchie, 2003; Patton, 2002; Hammersley & 

Atkinson, 1995) for the promotion of effective working relationships the following 

research practices were adopted during the recruitment phase of this study: a) 

Provision of clear and succinct information communicating the objectives and 

purpose of the study and expressing the relevance and value of their 

participation; b) provision of consistent communication regarding the 

expectations of them c) clear communication with regards to how the data 

collected would utilised within the scope of the study, including how their 

anonymity will be protected d) clear communication with regards to the reporting 

and dissemination strategy e) enquire as to what could be done to secure their 

participation i.e. being flexible on locations, timings, and practical needs; and 

finally e) where necessary to utilise a single point of contact within each water 

utility to ensure the study is conducted in an efficient and co-ordinated manner. 

The author ensured that these practices were reiterated during the fieldwork 

stages; their explicit acceptance to proceed was sought at the start of each 

interview and it made clear that if there were any concerns regarding the 

research or where they were not inclined to respond that they were able to 

refrain from answering a question and / or exit the interview process.  

 

As this research relied on participants from multiple water utilities sharing 

information about the use and influence of customer contributions in their 

planning and decision-making, it was necessary to consider what gains they 

could make by participating in this study. The research was presented as a two-

way exchange of knowledge whereby the findings from the study (through a 

report) would be disseminated with those participants who participated. It was 

recognised that, on securing the sample population required it may be 
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necessary to formalise the delivery of research findings and potential sign-off 

requirements.  

 

3.5 Research quality and validity 

Sections 3.2 through 3.4 have made the case for the adoption of a qualitative 

research approach in order to address the research questions posed in Table 

2-7. The philosophical assumptions underpinning this inquiry, the overarching 

research approach and methodologies adopted have been identified and an 

empirical framework outlined. This section considers how the validity and 

reliability of the research practices employed in this research have been 

addressed.  

 

The validity and reliability of qualitative research is an area that has been 

exposed to much debate. Whilst a well-established feature of quantitative 

traditions, the often complex presentation of phenomena studied in qualitative 

research, coupled with the strong contextual factors at play and the deep 

interpretive influence of the researcher, have led some to claim that it is an 

“artificial goal” in qualitative research (Lewis & Ritchie, 2003, p.270). Others, 

however, recognise a need for the consideration of reliability and validity in this 

context but reject traditional forms instead adopting increasingly naturalistic 

terminology such as ‘credibility’, ‘dependability’, ‘confirmability’ and ‘authenticity’ 

(Golafshani, 2003; Grey, 2009; Lincoln & Guba, 1994). Despite the contrasting 

views on this subject there is some degree of clarity around broad practical 

principles that offer potential to promote research rigour and thus should be 

considered in research design. A review of the strategies and checks promoting 

the reliability and validity of qualitative research presented in the literature have 

been outlined in Appendix B. As it is anticipated that this research will inform 

future water utility planning and decision-making practices then it was important 

that these principles were considered in the research design and deployment. 

Using key themes identified by Lewis & Ritchie, (2003) and Grey (2009) on 
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validity and reliability in qualitative research, Appendix B2 aims to address how 

this qualitative research enquiry has addressed these issues and the 

identification of potential limitations whereby reliability and validity strategies 

were constrained.  

3.6 Ethics 

Ethical arrangements were an imperative consideration in the research design 

and there are a number of ways in which this study has ensured an ethical 

research process. Firstly, the informed consent of participants was sought in 

both the recruitment phase of each study and also at the start of the group 

discussions and participant interviews ensuring that participants agree for their 

views to be recorded and transcribed as part of the study. Secondly, the data 

collected was, as far as possible, be anonymised. In the case of Study C, data 

was also made confidential; this was clearly communicated to the respondents. 

Whilst it was recognised that if a single point of contact for the recruitment of 

water utility practitioners was utilised, the extent of anonymity within the 

organisation in question may be affected, but all reporting was anonymised with 

any direct or indirect reference to anything that can be definitively associated 

with a single organisation avoided. Finally, data (both recorded and transcribed) 

was stored in an anonymous form with the codes for identification of those 

recording and transcriptions stored away from the data files. An ethical research 

form was completed and agreed by the Cranfield Ethical Research Committee 

for Study C.  

 

3.7 Positionality and reflexivity 

The acknowledgement of a researcher’s positionality and reflexivity in context of 

qualitative research is described as a ‘critical’ element of an ethical research 

process (Sultana, 2007, p.380).  (Savin-Baden & Howell - Major, 2013, p.71) 

describe positionality as the process of locating the researchers position within 

the research with respect to the research subject, the research context and 

process and the research participants. This has been achievable by the author’s 
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adoption of a reflexive approach throughout the research process enabling the 

assessment of views, positions and influences and their interaction with the 

research process (Holmes, 2014). This has been particularly important due to 

the applied nature of this research and the embeddedness of the author within 

the sponsoring organisation as has been outlined in Section 3.3. The author has 

used the framework identified by (Savin-Baden & Howell - Major, 2013) 

described above to structure the reflexive consideration of positionality in the 

context of this research.  

 

Firstly the author’s positionality with respect to the research subject will be 

addressed. Prior to embarking on this research the author held a regulatory role 

within the UK water sector with the Environment Agency in the field of water 

resources planning. The author therefore brought to this research subject a 

good understanding and range of experiences around the types of water 

management issues facing the sector and their interpretation by the public in 

addition to the increasing importance placed on customer preferences by the 

sectors regulators in water utility planning and decision-making following the 

PR09 process. These prior experiences nurtured a belief in the need for 

increased customer participation in water utility planning and decision-making 

which is reflected in the direction of this research being focused on the 

successful institutionalisation of participative planning and decision-making 

approaches for water services as opposed to questioning the need for this type 

of approach. However, as has been acknowledged in Section 3.8, with no prior 

experience in the design or application of participative or qualitative research 

techniques the author considers there to have been little prior views that have 

influenced this research.  

 

Secondly, the author’s positionality with respect to the research context and 

process will be addressed. Section 3.2.2 has already outlined the author’s 

philosophical standpoints which have underpinned this research process. The 

context of this research as being largely conducted directly with the sponsoring 
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organisation which has been discussed in Sections 3.4.1, 3.4.2 and 3.4.3 and 

Section 3.8. This presented a complex research setting for the author to 

negotiate. The position adopted by the author was one of attempting to 

capitalise on this unique opportunity by attempting to become embedded in the 

sponsoring organisation with the aim of promoting the identification of relevant 

research topics and generation of usable research outputs for the research 

sponsor. The sponsoring organisations position on the research being 

conducted was aligned with that of the author with the author for all intents and 

purposes integrated into the organisation as if a member of staff; there was little 

feeling of being an ‘outsider’. The influence of this position on the context of this 

research resulted in a set of research outputs that reflect responsiveness to the 

research needs of the sponsoring organisation. The potential constraints of this 

approach have been identified in Section 3.8. The author has detailed in 

sections 4.8, 5.7 and 6.3.10 the processes by which interpretations of the data 

have been formed and the author has acknowledged that care has been taken 

to recognise the provenance of the data.  

 

Finally this section will consider the author’s positionality with respect to the 

research participants. Sections 3.4.1, 3.4.2 and 3.4.3 have provided 

commentary around the consideration of research relationships across each of 

the three studies reported in this thesis. In studies A and B the author’s 

positionality with respect to research participants was very similar. The author 

and the sponsoring organisation had a relationship similar to a client / 

consultant relationship in that the author was required to reflect service issues 

relevant to the sponsoring organisation, seek comments form a broad range of 

external stakeholders and gain sign off to proceed. Similarly, in both studies A 

and B the author also adopted a project management role with the hiring and 

day-to-day management of market research professionals whereby the author 

was then the client. This relationship between author and market research 

professional was less formal in Study B due to the legacy of collaboration 

developed in Study A. In both Study A and Study B the author had direct 
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contact with customers of the sponsoring organisation and was typically 

introduced to them as a representative of the sponsoring organisation for 

simplicity and the ‘expert’ status was further compounded with participant 

questions being referred to the author if technical or specific in nature. The 

author took the position that having a technical resource available to 

participants was likely to increase the information available to participants in 

forming views and preferences and whilst it posed the potential to introduce 

some status / power bias, the use of market researchers as primary facilitators 

was considered to mitigate this.  The authors position relative to the research 

participants in study C was perhaps more complex. The author’s adoption of the 

role of interviewer with research participants from within the sponsoring 

organisation was particularly important to manage sensitively with respect to 

existing relationships and managerial status. Whilst it is impossible for the 

author to fully understand the research participants personal views as to their 

legitimacy in this role, the intention was to build on familiarity and rapport 

developed having worked with them in developing the content of studies A and 

B) with the hope that this would encourage open, thorough and honest 

responses.  

 

3.8 Critique of approaches adopted in this thesis 

Chapter 3 has outlined the overarching approaches adopted in this thesis to 

deliver the objectives outlined in Table 2-7.  Acknowledging that methodologies 

specific to the delivery of studies A-C are reported in chapters 4, 5 and 6, this 

section has sought to critique the overarching approaches and methodological 

choices in the context of this research.  

 

The aim of this thesis made necessary the deployment of empirical fieldwork 

techniques including group discussion sessions, three elicitation techniques and 

semi-structured interview techniques. With a background in water resources 

planning and environmental engineering, the author had little exposure to 
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participatory or qualitative research practices required to effectively address the 

research objectives set out in this thesis. This represented a steep learning 

curve with the need to gain confidence in both new empirical research 

techniques and in navigating a new field of knowledge, which understandably 

used up research time. However, the author’s background in water utility 

planning and decision-making facilitated the cementing of public participation 

principles within a water utility context.  

 

The nature of this thesis as grounded in the practices of the sponsoring 

organisation has had a significant impact on the scope of the thesis. Working 

within the sponsoring organisation, considerable time was spent gaining an 

understand of the issues the organisation were facing and where potential 

research opportunities were presented; it involved building up networks within 

the organisation, critically assessing the feasibility of different avenues of inquiry 

in terms of its potential benefits to knowledge and practice, being flexible and 

adaptive to changing requirements and circumstances within the sponsoring 

organisation which made the design and management of research activities 

difficult at times. For example, the author was approached by the sponsoring 

organisation to design an investigation to design a study to explore customer 

views on sustainable solutions to hydraulic sewer flooding and reveal the 

motivations and barriers for the implementation of more sustainable solutions in 

these contexts from a customer perspective. The author’s aim was to then 

assess how capacity was then built into organisational practices to facilitate the 

design and implementation of more sustainable schemes in the future. 

However, after proposing a full study design to practitioners within the business 

the author was informed that issues had arisen with regards to the funding of 

this research project within this AMP cycle and thus would not be able to 

progress within the timeline of this research project. Managing the need for 

rigour in research activities was an additional challenge faced by the author as it 

was observed that there less of a focus on methodological and analytical 

precision in industry research activities when compared to an academic context, 
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especially with the use and qualitative customer engagement activities. The 

dominant focus on the sponsor organisation as the primary unit of analysis 

presented some constraints on the novelty of this thesis, particularly in 

addressing Research Objective Two which sought to explore the influence of 

participatory mechanisms and preference formation on the outputs from 

participatory mechanisms. The timing of this research project relative to the 

PR14 planning process also places significant constraints on the range of 

planning and decision-making processes being undertaken with practitioners in 

the sponsoring organisation very focused on the delivery of the Business Plan 

submission and the organisation requiring the use of the findings of the 

research activities undertaken with customers for use in their Business Plan 

submission. The timing of the PR14 process largely dictated the sequence and 

timing of the research activities undertaken in the development of this thesis. 

The author has attempted to be flexible to the needs of the organisation by 

accommodating the implications of these impacts within the scope of the 

research design process. Another constraint imparted by the strong links of this 

research with the concurrent development of the sponsoring organisations 

PR14 business plan was the need to use independent Market Researchers for 

the collection of data supporting Studies A and B. This requirement for the use 

of Market Researchers was imposed as a result of Ofwat’s requirement for 

customer engagement research be undertaken by independent research 

professionals and thus by complying with this requirement it provisioned the 

sponsoring organisation to utilise the outputs generated by Studies A and B in 

their PR14 Business Plan Submission. Finally, the focus of the sponsoring 

organisation has limited the generalisability of the findings generated by this 

research project given the specific contextual factors that have been shown to 

influence organisational practice. Whilst the organisation specific nature of 

these findings is acknowledged, the regulatory driver underpinning planning and 

decision-making processes adopted by water utilities across the sector provides 

some consistency in experience permitting the findings of this research to 

provide a useful contribution in this context.  
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The breadth of this research also requires some consideration. The inter-

disciplinary nature of the field of public participation coupled with the applied 

nature of this thesis resulted in the utilisation of significant research time finding 

common ground and feasible research opportunities within the sponsoring 

organisation in order to address the gaps identified in the existing literature. The 

scale of the water sector in England and Wales and within that the PR14 

planning and decision-making process was used to attempt to focus these 

research questions. The primary driver for this approach being the lack of 

benefit to the sponsoring organisation for wider inquiry due to the regulated 

nature of the sector in which they operate. Furthermore, the focus of this 

research was relevant to recent changes in regulatory focus making the 

contributions of this thesis both timely and appropriate.  

 

The main objectives of this thesis are focused around the themes of the 

motivations for public participation, participatory mechanism selection and the 

management of knowledge generated through participatory mechanisms and its 

application in water utility planning and decision-making processes. It has 

therefore aimed to focus on the three primary phases of participatory 

processes. This approach was adopted as it promised the most potential in term 

of generation of usable insight that addressed gaps within the existing literature 

and also it would concurrently generate a balance between the acquisition of 

customer knowledge through participatory mechanisms and the application of 

the knowledge generated in planning and decision-making processes. 

Contributions of a similar nature in the wider field of water management have 

focused on more specific themes for example the deployment of a single 

mechanism for a specific resource or planning issue. The nature of this 

research setting and the timing of the research meant that opportunities to 

deploy a similar approach were less frequent. Furthermore, as has been 

already outlined, the PR14 process focused less on specific themes or planning 

issues and instead is focused on the relativity of planning issues across the 

organisation constraining research opportunities to consider the relative 
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priorities across both water, wastewater and environmental issues (Studies A 

and B) and a broad practitioner sample population (Study C). Criticisms could 

be addressed at the consideration of public participation in the context of the 

PR14 process given its relatively constrained nature. Yet, whilst it does not 

claim to be the only planning and decision-making process that water utilities 

undertake, it does represent a dominant and significant process whereby the 

effective deployment and application of public participation principles has been 

incentivised by Ofwat. So, whilst this thesis does not claim to have provided a 

representative consideration of public participation practices across the full 

range of planning and decision-making processes adopted by water utilities, it is 

considered to have made a valuable contribution.  

 

Evaluation of participatory processes is a dominant theme within the literature. 

Whilst this thesis has attempted to contribute to this field through the 

identification of factors observed to foster or constrain the application of 

customer knowledge in the sponsoring organisations planning and decision-

making processes, an in-depth practitioner evaluation of the organisations 

practices would have generated useful insight. This, however, would have 

proved a large undertaking requiring significant commitment from the 

sponsoring organisation and may have been unachievable in the research 

project timeframe. In addition, the PR14 planning and decision-making was both 

dynamic and complex and reflected poor staff continuity. The approach adopted 

in this research project therefore represents a more cautious and focused set of 

findings in this context.  

 

The thesis may also have benefitted from an assessment of criteria 

stakeholders and / or regulators adopted for the assessment of water utility 

efforts for the acquisition and application of customer knowledge in the PR14 

planning and decision-making process. This would have identified the criteria 

that had been used by stakeholders and regulators (potentially through the 

CCG model) in determining the effectiveness of each water utility’s participatory 
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planning and decision-making process and explored the variations in, and 

rationales for, the criteria adopted. This would have provisioned insight into how 

these criteria relate to the design and deployment of participative mechanisms 

in water utility business planning and generated an agenda for future customer 

engagement practices in this context. Whilst this study would have provided a 

complimentary contribution to this thesis, the fieldwork timescales of this thesis 

relative to the release of this information i.e. through the final determination and 

CCG reporting process prevented a study of this nature being conducted.  

 

A further potential area that would support this inquiry would be to gain a 

greater understanding of CCGs and their role in planning and decision-making. 

Whilst this thesis has focused on participative processes from the perspective of 

customers the focus on it from a stakeholder perspective in terms of the CCG 

could have generated interesting insights given the important role they played 

and the participative nature of the interaction within CCGs and also their 

interactions with water utilities. This was not pursued in this research given the 

sensitive nature of water utilities and the confidential nature of their interactions 

in a live planning process. This may be an item for further work now that PR14 

has completed and Final Determination provided. 

 

3.9 Conclusion 

This chapter has provided an overview of the overarching methodological 

concerns underpinning this research enquiry. It has identified this research as 

organisational research requiring a participatory (or collaborative) research 

approach and acknowledged the challenges associated with this type of 

research enquiry. It outlined that the epistemological and ontological 

philosophical assumptions underpinning this research and how these principles 

influenced the methodological approaches adopted in this research. It then went 

on to identify the nature of the research questions posed in this research as 

requiring a predominantly inductive approach and made a case for the use of a 
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qualitative research approach including: The section has outlined the 

development of an empirical research framework which has sought to justify the 

selection of data collection methods (including document analysis, group 

discussions and semi-structure interviews) in the context of this research. 

Information relating to ethical considerations, research relationships and the 

research time frame for each study has also been presented.  The final section 

has sought to outline how this research has considered issues of research 

quality and rigour. Detailed design issues specific to each study are explored 

further in Chapters 4, 5, and 6. 
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4 CUSTOMER PREFERENCES FOR WATER AND 

WASTEWATER SERVICES: A COMPARATIVE 

EVALUATION OF ELICITATION METHODS 

4.1 Introduction 

This section describes in detail Study A: the comparative evaluation of 

participative mechanisms as has been introduced in Section 3.4.1. It responds 

directly to Research Question 2a as detailed in Table 2-7 and seeks to explore 

one of the central ambitions of the thesis: to explore the influence of 

participatory mechanisms and preference formation on the outputs from 

participatory mechanisms in water services.  

 

This study reports a comparative evaluation of three elicitation mechanisms 

(individual prioritisation, group prioritisation, and group budgeting) used to 

explore domestic customer priorities for a range of water, wastewater and 

environmental attributes of their water and wastewater service. Elicitation 

mechanisms were the focus of this study, as opposed to full variant participatory 

mechanisms, due to the constraints placed on this study as discussed in 

Section 3.4.1. By analysing both intra-method and inter-method variation in 

expressed priorities this study explored the consistency of expressed outcomes 

as a function of the elicitation method. Session transcripts also provided 

additional evidence to support interpretation of the ranking process. This is 

discussed in detail in Section 4.8. 

 

The findings, as discussed in Section 4.10 exposed low intra-mechanism 

variation but significant variation in some inter-mechanism comparisons. 

Specifically, inter-mechanism variation is associated with the monetisation of 

attributes in the prioritisation exercise. With little previous work in this area to 

compare and contrast the findings with, the discussion focuses on the internal 

dynamics of each method. Considerations are suggested based on these with 
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findings calling for a wider range of methods to be studied so as to improve 

practitioner confidence in the use of these tools. 

 

4.2 Background 

The aim of this study was to explore, through group sessions with domestic 

water customers, the influence of participatory mechanisms and preference 

formation on the outputs from participatory mechanisms water sector planning 

and decision-making. It sought to address the following specific research 

question: Does the type of participative mechanism influence the outputs these 

mechanisms generate in terms of the expressed views of customers for water 

and wastewater services? 

 

It is worth briefly outlining the benefits of this study both in the context of this 

thesis and more broadly to the sector. The lack of differentiation exhibited by 

domestic water customers, presents a significant challenge where regulation is 

seeking to privilege their opinions and priorities in utility investment decisions. 

For those professionals charged with eliciting customer preferences and 

mapping them on to service provisions as part of the PR14 planning and 

decision-making process, the need to both have confidence in the selection of 

participative mechanisms and clearly discriminate different priorities and the 

value attached to them has never been more urgent. Although this can be 

achieved with a range of mechanisms as has been demonstrated in Section 

2.4, there is little understanding of their comparative performance in terms of 

being able to generate consistent or commensurable outcomes. The observed 

historic use of multiple mechanisms in planning and decision-making processes 

by water utilities further emphasises the need to better understand the influence 

of mechanism selection on the outputs generated by these mechanisms. More 

specifically, the potential significance of mechanism selection on the expressed 

views of customers (or participants) deserves more attention than it has 

formerly received in the academic literature. Generating a greater 
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understanding of the comparative performance of variant elicitation 

mechanisms in being able to generate consistent or commensurable outcomes 

will provide practitioners with some insight into the influence of mechanism 

selection and enable greater discrimination in their choices, particularly where 

participatory mechanisms will be used in clusters i.e. within a single planning 

and decision-making process. The lack of attention this topic has received in the 

literature combined with the introduction of a customer outcome driven 

regulatory regime which has resulted in significantly increased variation of 

participatory mechanisms employed by water utilities, renders the furthering of 

competencies in the design and deployment of elicitation methods even more 

crucial.  

 

The fieldwork activity, whilst providing the raw data for this study, was 

additionally commissioned by the research sponsor to provide an early 

indication of the relative priorities of domestic customers for water and 

wastewater to support them in their early policy and strategy development as 

part of the PR14. As has been outlined in Section 3.4.1, this placed some 

constraints on the design and deployment of this study. However, it also had 

implications on the content of the study. In water utility planning and decision-

making it is typical to differentiate the provision of water and wastewater service 

into distinct attributes whereby levels of service are more easily measured. 

These service attributes were explored in detail by the sponsoring organisation 

through the development of strategy documents.  These documents were being 

developed concurrent to this study by the sponsoring organisation and were 

made available to the author via the sponsoring organisations SharePoint site. 

These documents were reviewed by the author to understand the service 

attributes of particular concern to the sponsoring organisation based on their 

analysis of current and future performance and related risks and issues in 

relation to future performance. These service attributes were selected to be 

reflected in the design of this study as discussed further in Section 4.3.1.  
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4.3 Design of fieldwork activity 

Section 4.2 has outlined the overarching rationale for the design of this study. 

This section outlines the design of the fieldwork activity deployed in order to 

generate data required to answer Research Question 2a.  

 

4.3.1 Fieldwork activity structure and content 

Three elicitation mechanisms including (i) individual prioritisation, (ii) group 

prioritisation and (iii) budgeting were deployed in a group setting to generate a 

set of customer priority data. These particular elicitation mechanisms were 

selected as they were common features of participative mechanisms deployed 

by water utilities as outlined in Table A2-1. A group facilitated discussion setting 

provided the most suitable arrangement in terms of efficient use of resources 

and meeting sample quotas, whilst also offering the most flexibility in which to 

evaluate different elicitation techniques. Each of three different elicitation 

methods was deployed three times each giving a total of nine distinct sessions. 

The details of each approach as adopted in this study are detailed in Table 4-3.  

Each of the nine sessions involved a prioritisation activity with participant’s 

priorities for nine attributes of water and wastewater services provision 

captured. These outputs were then transformed into a rank, ordered in terms of 

investment preference.  

 

As stated in Section 4.2 and outlined in Table 4-1 Water and wastewater 

services were disaggregated into five water and four wastewater/ environmental 

attributes each representing a significant area of particular concern to the 

research sponsor but also common to broader water utility consultation 

exercises. 

Table 4-1: Water and wastewater service attributes 

Service Attribute Service type 

Providing water that is safe to drink Water 
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Each of the nine sessions was preceded by a number of introductory activities. 

Their function was to familiarise participants with the attributes of their water 

and wastewater service prior to undertaking the prioritisation activity. One of 

these activities required participants to complete a table whereby they rated the 

attributes of their water and wastewater services as high, medium or low, 

providing a baseline set of information with regards to customer priorities. This 

introductory exercise was followed by discussion about each attribute and the 

motivations for participants’ ratings. Finally, one of the three prioritisation 

elicitation mechanisms were used to reflect on and revise (if desired) the earlier 

stated priorities. 

 

4.3.2 Selection of the research population and sampling strategy 

Participant selection for the study involved a purposive non-probability sampling 

approach, privileging relative significance of group membership over simple 

statistical representation (Patton, 2002). This sample selection approach is well 

established in qualitative research and promoted for use in small-scale, in-depth 

studies (Ritchie et al., 2003; Ritchie, Lewis and Elam, 2003).  

 

The primary unit of analysis in this study were domestic water and wastewater 

customers receiving their service from a single water utility operating in 

Providing water that tastes and smell good and is not discoloured Water 

Ensuring satisfactory water pressure at the tap Water 

Reducing the need for hosepipe bans in a drought Water 

Reducing bursts which interrupt supply of water Water 

Preventing homes from being affected by sewer flooding Wastewater 

Preventing gardens and local areas from being affected by sewer flooding Wastewater 

Managing the level of nuisance (e.g. odour) generated from wastewater 
treatment works 

Wastewater 

Preventing accidental pollution from wastewater treatment works Wastewater 
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England. The sample frame for this study reflected the desire to yield sample 

coverage of domestic customers across the following parameters including: 

SEG; customers in receipt of means-tested benefits; age (20-44 and 45+); 

household setting (urban, rural and coastal) and whether the household had a 

metered or un-metered supply. These parameters reflect those typically 

selected for customer engagement exercises within the water sector in England 

and Wales as they represent potential drivers for variation in preferences for 

water and wastewater services.  

 

A definitive sample size was not established as part of the design of this study. 

However, it is generally recommended that between six – twelve participants 

per session is a suitable range taking into account the conditions needed for 

active conversation and manageability of the session whilst working within the 

constraints of available resources (Millward, 2012). Each group was composed 

of participants with similar characteristics facilitating ease of discussion and 

analysis. Access to the sample population will be discussed in Section 4.6. 

Table 4-2 outlines the desired sample frame for this study.  

Table 4-2: Sample frame 

Group 
ref: 

Location: SEG Age 
No. of 

participants 
Measured / 

unmeasured 
Prioritisation 

method 

1 Urban ABC1 20-44 8 Mixed Group 

2 Urban ABC1 20-44 8 Mixed Individual 

3 Urban C2DE 45+ 8 Mixed Budgeting 

4 Urban C2DE 45+ 8 Mixed Budgeting 

5 Urban C2DE 45+ 8 Mixed Individual 

6 Rural ABC1 20-44 8 Mixed Budgeting 
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7 Rural ABC1 20-44 8 Mixed Individual 

8 Coastal ABC1 45+ 8 Mixed Group 

9 Urban 
Low 

income 
20-44 8 Mixed Group 

 

4.4 Development of research instruments 

Participants were recruited to take part in a group discussion session lasting 

approximately one hour and forty-five minutes. This duration represents the 

total length of the session inclusive of the introductory activity, the primary 

prioritisation activity and subsequent activities not discussed in this research 

enquiry. The duration of 1 hour forty-five minutes falls within the range of one to 

two hours recommended for group sessions (Millward, 2012). 

 

Two pilot activities were carried out in December 2011 to trial the proposed 

content of the sessions with modifications and improvements being made to the 

structure and content of the sessions as a result of these experiences. The pilot 

sessions are discussed in more detail in Section 4.5. 

 

Building on the feedback from the pilot sessions, three mechanisms were 

deployed in this study; each designed to elicit participant’s relative priorities for 

attributes of their water and wastewater service in a different way. They were all 

preceded by the same introductory activity as previously outlined. Table 4-3 

sets out how each of the elicitation mechanisms was executed. 

Table 4-3: Elicitation mechanism procedures 

Elicitation 
mechanism 

Execution of each elicitation mechanism 

Individual prioritisation Participants rated attributes as high, medium or low importance to 
them. [This was a repeat of the introductory prioritisation activity] 

Group prioritisation The individual responses from the introductory prioritisation activity 
were aggregated to form a ranked list.  
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Time was provided for participants to exchange their views on the 
aggregated ranked list in its existing state.  

Participants were provided with the opportunity to make amendments 
to the ranked list of attributes based on the outcomes of their 
discussions, outlining their rationales for any changes. 

Budgeting Participants were shown a table that provided information showing: 

− The current LoS received by customers for each service attribute 

− The LoS that could feasibly be achieved by 2020 with investment 
by the water utility 

− The associated annual bill impact per customer for the delivery of 
the proposed improvements to LoS  

Participants were provided with a nominal budget (the totalled bill 
impact of all proposed improvements) with which they could purchase 
service improvements 

Participants were prompted to discuss each attribute and then each 
vote to determine whether to purchase an improved LoS 

 

The design of this fieldwork activity provided three sets of water and wastewater 

prioritisation data generated by domestic customers through the deployment of 

three different elicitation mechanisms.  

 

4.5 Development of the pilot study 

The provisional research instruments outlined above were tested in a pilot 

study. Two of the elicitation mechanism activities were deployed as part of 

these pilot studies: Individual prioritisation and group prioritisation. Participants 

were recruited using local face-to-face interviews as will be described in Section 

4.6. Participants for two groups sessions were successfully recruited; one 

domestic customer group and one Small to Medium Enterprise (SME) group. 

The rationale for this approach resulted from the initial desire of the sponsoring 

organisation to include both domestic customers and business customers in 

their sample population; as will be discussed later in this section, following the 

pilot study it was decided to focus solely on eliciting the views and preferences 

of domestic customers. Table 4-4 details the participant characteristics of each 

group. 
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Table 4-4: Achieved pilot study sample frame 

Session date Customer type Participant 
type 

Location Method used 

12/12/2011 Domestic SEG: ABC1 

Age: 20 - 44 

Urban Group 
prioritisation 

14/12/2011 SME (business) Mixed sector 
business 
owners 

Urban Individual 
prioritisation 

 

The author and an additional observer (Consumer Council for Water (CCW) 

representative for the domestic customer group and an EA representative for 

the SME group session) were present at each pilot study to monitor the quality 

of the session and the success of the structure of the research instrument. A 

questionnaire was deployed to capture the views of the participants of the 

session to identify required changes from their perspective. Transcripts of the 

sessions reviewed by practitioners responsible for strategy development; the 

anticipated end users of this data generated.  

 

Key limitations with the research design were identified: Firstly, SME customers 

had strongly variant characteristics related to the function of water relative to 

their business type. The group sessions did not represent an effective forum in 

which to explore these views in any depth. As a result it was decided that this 

study would focus on domestic customers, allowing a fuller exploration of their 

views. Secondly, the initial study design required participants to identify 

attributes of their service (as opposed to pre-determined by the water utility), 

which then formed the basis of subsequent prioritisation activities. This 

approach was initially adopted to ensure the priorities of the sponsor 

organisation did not overly influence the discussion but, whilst this approach 

was useful in revealing what attributes customers perceive to constitute their 

water and wastewater service, its simplicity was perceived data insufficiently 

aligned and differentiated to meet the needs of the users of this data (the 

sponsoring organisation). The sponsoring organisation instead preferred to 
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introduce pre-defined attributes and definitions of water and wastewater 

services enabling more consistent alignment and greater clarity for use within 

their business planning. The early detection of this issue made it possible to 

modify the research instrument by introducing pre-defined attributes and 

associated definitions of water and wastewater services as the focus of 

discussions and prioritisation activities. This approach was trialled with the SME 

group and was observed to improve the clarity and differentiation of session 

outputs. 

 

Finally, it was observed that the participants were directing challenging 

questions to the facilitators of the group discussion sessions. Whilst they had 

been thoroughly briefed and had experience in conducting water utility customer 

engagement exercises, it was felt that the introduction of an ‘expert’ observer, 

who’s role would be to respond to questions when prompted, would introduce 

the potential for greater clarity and accuracy of responses. The introduction of 

an ‘expert’ introduced associated risks including the potential to bias of 

discussion and inconsistency of information provided across different groups. 

Furthermore, it had the potential to shift power balances. The mitigation 

measures adopted included, where possible: the use of a single expert where 

possible across each elicitation mechanism to reduce the potential for influence; 

and the development of a resources pack which included briefing material 

covering a variety of anticipated topics to ensure preparedness and consistent 

messaging.  

 

4.6 Deployment of fieldwork activity 

This section provides a summary of the approach adopted in the deployment of 

this fieldwork activity. It outlines the recruitment strategy adopted and the 

rationale for the selection of research locations. The ethical conduct of this 

fieldwork was outlined in Section 3.6.  
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As outlined in Section 4.3.2, a purposive sampling approach was adopted to 

identify the sample population parameters to be reflected in the participant 

population. As outlined in Section 3.4.1, it was necessary to employ a 

professional market research company operating within the supply region of the 

sponsor organisation to undertake the recruitment of research participants. The 

use of a screening questionnaire to identify appropriate participants presented 

the most efficient means by which to access the sample population. This 

screening questionnaire was developed in conjunction with the market research 

professionals based on the sample quota outlined in Table 4-2. Market 

Research Society (MRS) Code of Conduct was adhered to throughout this 

process. Interviewers were required to declare on each interview questionnaire 

that these were conducted in line with this, providing assurances that the 

recruitment process was conducted in an ethical manner. The recruitment 

questionnaire deployed in this study can be found in 9C1. They deployed local 

face-to-face interviewers in areas selected as potential locations for the group 

sessions to be held. Interviewers were fully briefed about the purpose of the 

study and clearly informed about the task that they were being set; the 

recruitment of participants in line with the sample quota that were willing and 

able to attend groups sessions at pre-defined dates and times. Participation 

was incentivised with the gift of £40 for their time and was distributed to 

participants following the completion of each group session. Monetary 

incentivisation is a commonly utilised market research recruitment technique 

and was considered necessary in this study to secure attendance given the 

expected duration of each session and the time commitment required from 

participants (Kreuger & Casey, 2000). Those members of the public that agreed 

to participate were given a letter and an information sheet providing details 

about the services that the sponsoring organisation undertake in delivering 

water and wastewater services to their customers. This was intended to provide 

participants with a basic understanding of the different elements of their water 

and wastewater service to prepare them to engage on these issues in the group 

sessions. Further opportunity to reappraise these services would be provided in 
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the design of each session. The letter and the information sheet provided to 

participants can be viewed in Appendix 9C2.  

 

The actual locations for the group discussion sessions represented a balance of 

urban, rural and coastal settings within the water utility supply region, where 

good relationships had been built with recruiters offering an efficient method of 

ensuring good participation at each event. Venues for the group sessions were 

selected by the market research company taking into account accessibility, 

convenience and the availability of established contacts that had developed in, 

or near, these locations.  

 

4.7 Timing of fieldwork activity 

The pilot sessions of this study were undertaken in December 2011 and the 

main study sessions were conducted between the 4th April 2012 and 1st May 

2012. The delay between the pilot and main study resulted from a desire of the 

newly formed CCG to review and agree the scope of the main study. The 

research was given clearance to proceed in March 2012. The overall timing of 

this research reflected the interdependencies of this study relative to the 

sponsoring organisations timetable with respect to their PR14 Business Plan 

preparations. It was also important to schedule this research to avoid coinciding 

with holiday periods and / or major events that may have affected participant 

availability. Furthermore, the group sessions were predominantly conducted on 

an evening after work hours to ensure maximum availability. 

 

4.8 Data collection and analysis 

Group session facilitators (market research professionals) were responsible for 

the data collection and, dependant on the elicitation mechanism deployed used 

digital audio-recordings, flip-chart notes and questionnaire responses. Consent 

for audio-recordings was requested both at the recruitment stage and also prior 
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to the commencement of each group session. The use of audio recording 

removed the need to take notes enabling facilitators to focus on the discussion 

at hand (Grey, 2009). Furthermore, it ensured full written transcript of each 

group session could be developed facilitating accurate data analysis (Patton, 

2002). Market Research Professions were responsible for the transcription of 

audio-recordings into Word documents in addition to generating Excel spread 

sheets reporting the results from each prioritisation exercise. All subsequent 

analysis was undertaken in Excel by the author. Data generated by the Market 

Research Professionals into Excel was crosschecked against the raw data and 

cleaned to remove any obvious errors for example errors observed relative to 

the original data collected.  

 

This study was concerned with understanding the influence of mechanism on 

the expressed preferences generated. Variation in priorities was therefore 

assessed in groups that were exposed to the same elicitation mechanism (Intra-

method variation) and also across groups that were exposed to different 

mechanism (Inter-group variation). Raw data collected from each group session 

did not facilitate direct comparison between each elicitation mechanism and 

thus a ranked list of water and wastewater service attributes was generated 

from the outputs of each elicitation mechanism to enable the variation in 

priorities to be explored. Furthermore, the outputs from each elicitation 

mechanism were subject to data transformation. The assumptions applied are 

outlined in Table 4-5. In addition to undertaking a descriptive analysis of the 

data from the sessions, Spearman’s rank analysis was employed to explore 

both the intra-method and inter-method variation in preferences across all data 

sets. Transcripts generated from each session were subject to thematic content 

analysis to provide further insights, where possible, into customer priorities and 

enable the extraction of quotes to support analysis where relevant.  
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Table 4-5: Data transformation requirements for intra-method and inter-method 

analysis 

Elicitation 
method 

Data transformation required for 
Intra-method analysis 

Data transformation required for 
Inter-method analysis 

In
d
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A data set was generated for each 
group. This involved counting the 
number of High, Medium and Low 
ratings for each attribute across 
individual participant responses. Scores 
of three, two and one were assigned to 
a rating of high, medium and low 
respectively. Each attribute was 
therefore assigned a total score. The 
attributes were then sorted to provide a 
ranked list based on the total rating 
score.  

 

The method as set out for intra-
method analysis was applied to 
individual responses collated across 
all three groups.  

G
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No data transformation was required to 
the outputs of this activity for this 
analysis 

The product of each group was a 
ranked list of service attributes. To 
collate these three data sets to form 
one ranked list representing the 
views across all three groups, 
scores of 9 to 1 were assigned to 
each rank position from highest to 
lowest and multiplied by the number 
of times the attribute was ranked at 
each position. Each attribute was 
therefore assigned a total score. 
The attributes were then sorted to 
provide a ranked list based on the 
total rating score.  
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Appendix B2 outlines the strategies employed to promote validity and reliability 

of the research findings and the limitations acknowledged with the research 

design. 

 

4.9 Results 

This section reports the comparative evaluation of the three elicitation 

mechanisms described in Sections 4.1 through 4.8. It does not seek to report 

the results of the introductory activities or those activities that occurred 

subsequent to the prioritisation activity. In focuses on the analysis of intra-

method and inter-method variation as a mode of addressing the research 

question posed. Understanding the variation in the expressed priorities for water 

B
u
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g

e
ti

n
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In order to convert the outputs from the 
budgeting activity into a ranked list a 
number of assumptions were applied: 

− Those items that were ‘purchased’ 
were considered to be highly 
important to participants (assigned a 
high rating) 

− Those items that were not 
purchased were considered to be of 
low importance to participants 
(assigned a low rating) 

− Cheaper options were observed to 
be more frequently purchased in the 
budgeting exercise indicating a 
preference for these options over 
those that had a greater potential bill 
impact. Attributes were therefore 
sorted from lowest to highest cost 
within the high and low 
classifications in order to generate a 
ranked list. This was justified on the 
basis that cheaper options were 
more frequently purchased 
indicating a preference for those 
improvements that had a greater 
potential bill impact. 

This process was undertaken on the 
outputs of each budgeting activity 
thereby producing a ranked list per 
group 

This involved counting the number 
of High and Low ratings for each 
attribute across all three group 
outputs, as established by applying 
assumptions a) and b) as for intra-
method analysis. Scores of three 
and one were assigned to a rating 
of high and low respectively. Each 
attribute was therefore assigned a 
total score. The attributes were then 
sorted to provide a ranked list based 
on the total rating score. 
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and wastewater services facilitates the exploration of the function of elicitation 

mechanisms in the generation of these priorities. It is acknowledged that, there 

is no standard process for conducting this analysis, with few previous examples 

of this type of study.  

 

Section 4.3.2 outlined the sampling strategy design. As Table 4-2 showed, this 

sample design offered a balance of SEGs, age, group and locations for each 

elicitation mechanism. The market research company employed for the purpose 

of recruiting domestic water and wastewater customers encountered several 

difficulties during this phase, in particular with regards to the scheduling of 

venues, the availability of facilitators and securing the participation of domestic 

customers in line with the sample quota. The combinations of these issues 

resulted in unfortunate amendments to the study sample to facilitate the delivery 

of data within the time period defined by the sponsoring organisation. These 

changes affected the relative spread of SEGs and ages within the sample 

population. The face-to-face recruitment interviews had attempted to recruit 10 

participants for each group session assuming an attendance rate of 

approximately 80%. Expected attendance was achieved for four out of ten of 

the groups. One group exceeded the expected attendance rate and four groups 

were under attended. The final sample size of domestic customers was sixty-

five. Table 4-6 outlines the achieved sample for this study. 
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Table 4-6: Achieved participant sample 

Group 
ref: 

Location SEG Age 
No. of 

participants 
Measured / 

unmeasured 
Prioritisation 

method 

1 Rural ABC1 
20-
44 

8 Mixed Individual 

2 Rural C2DE 
20-
44 

5 Mixed Individual 

3 Urban ABC1 45+ 8 Mixed Budgeting 

4 Urban C2DE 45+ 8 Mixed Budgeting 

5 Coastal ABC1 45+ 9 Mixed Budgeting 

6 Coastal C2DE 45+ 7 Mixed Group 

7 Urban C2DE 45+ 6 Mixed Group 

8 Urban 
Low 

income 
20-
44 

6 Mixed Group 

9 Urban 
Low 

income 
45+ 8 Mixed Individual 

 

Table 4-7 sets out the findings of the Spearman’s rank correlation coefficient 

(Pearson correlation coefficient between the ranked variables) analysis for both 

the intra-mechanism and inter-mechanism cases. Briefly, this suggests that little 

variation is exhibited when outputs of group sessions using the same elicitation 

mechanisms are compared. Conversely, significant variation is exhibited where 

the outputs of group sessions utilising different elicitation mechanisms are 

compared. This suggests that the selection of elicitation mechanism many 

function in the generation of the expressed preferences of domestic customers. 

Data analysis can be found in Appendix 9C4 for further examination. 
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Table 4-7: Spearman's rank analysis of intra and inter mechanism comparison 

Intra-mechanism comparison 

Individual prioritisation p = 0.77  

Group prioritisation p = 0.87  

Group budgeting 

 

p = 0.78  

Inter-mechanism comparison 

Individual prioritisation and Group prioritisation p = 0.82  

Individual prioritisation and Group budgeting p = 0.02  

Group prioritisation and Group budgeting p = 0.03  

 

4.10 Analysis of results 

This section describes in more detail the results from this study using 

interpretive framework of intra-method and inter-method analysis to structure 

this discussion.  

 

4.10.1 Intra-mechanism variation 

Analysis of intra-mechanism variation clearly suggests that priorities elicited by 

groups using the same mechanism exhibit a low level of variation. The 

relationship was observed most strongly in the group prioritisation exercise 

(p=0.87). Whilst, arguably still a strong relationship, the individual prioritisation 

and budgeting activities exhibited higher level of variation with a p value of 0.77 

and 0.78 respectively. This analysis specifically identifies variation in 

preferences generated using the same mechanism. The participants were 

exposed to the same information and relatively similar experiences. The main 

variables within this sample, therefore, relate to the participant characteristics 

such as age, SEG, whether they are a metered or unmetered customer or, 

perhaps most importantly, their experiences in terms of their water and 

wastewater services. A review of the transcripts reveals that participants 

attending these groups generally reported no significant existing problems with 

their water service experience. An overall finding from this analysis suggests, 
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therefore, that participant characteristics do not appear to be a significant driver 

for preference variation in this study.  

 

As Table 4-7 shows, the priorities elicited from the individual prioritisation 

activity and the budgeting activity do suggest a slightly higher level of variation 

than that observed in the group prioritisation exercise. This is, perhaps, not 

unexpected. In both the individual prioritisation activity and the budgeting 

activity, achieving consensus was not an inherent part of the elicitation 

methodology, unlike in the group prioritisation exercise. Participants were 

therefore able to express individual opinions, either through a questionnaire 

instrument as in the individual prioritisation activity, or through a voting 

mechanism as in the budgeting activity. This may have enabled participants to 

be more open in expressing their true views and priorities. It may also indicate 

that in the group prioritisation activity people are less at ease to express their 

true opinions; where strong opinions are pacified if they are radically different 

from the social norm and thus an increasingly stable set of outputs is generated. 

 

4.10.2 Inter-mechanism variation 

In the analysis of inter-method variation a more mixed picture emerged. Outputs 

compared across the individual and group prioritisation activities exhibited a low 

level of variation (p=0.82). When the ranked lists, generated based on data from 

the individual prioritisation and group prioritisation, were compared to the 

ranked list generated from the budgeting exercise, high levels of variation were 

exhibited with p values of 0.02 and 0.03 respectively.  

 

The low variation observed when the results from the Individual and group 

prioritisation activities were compared may be explained by an observation 

emerging from one of the group prioritisation session transcripts. This 

suggested that there was a reluctance to engage in discussion about the water 
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and wastewater service attributes. The session gave the opportunity for 

participants to engage in modifying the ranked attribute list but only one group 

chose to do this and, when prompted, struggled to defend their proposals. In 

two out of the three groups an aggregated view of individual priorities captured 

in the introductory prioritisation activity represented the outputs of the group 

prioritisation activity. Participants were recorded to have remarked, “To me the 

way that has come out is pretty good. I don’t think there is much to argue with 

on that – unless you try and force it in some way” (Group 7). Whilst such 

comments suggest that participants were content with the ranked list presented 

to them as an aggregation of individual views expressed in the introductory 

prioritisation exercise, it could also be argued that it may reflect a lack of 

engagement in the activity.  

 

The high level of variation observed on comparing results of the budgeting 

exercise and the outputs from the individual and group prioritisation exercises 

was very pronounced. The budgeting exercise differed from the individual and 

group prioritisation exercises by the introduction of an additional data into the 

elicitation activity. The expression of importance of an attribute, unlike in the 

individual and group prioritisation activities, was revealed through the 

purchasing (or non-purchase) of a service improvement. This required the 

addition of new data for each attributes for consideration by participants, 

including: current levels of service, potential achievable improvements to LoS 

and also the bill impact of that potential improvement. A number of assumptions 

were adopted in the analysis phase as outlined in Table 4-5. Whilst it is 

acknowledged that these assumptions may be a potential driver of the observed 

differences, this assumption was underpinned by initial analysis of the raw 

outputs this mechanism provided (See Table 4-8) whereby it can be seen that 

choices for purchases were driven by the extent of potential bill impact. For 

example, those attributes that represented a bill impact of £1 were more likely to 

be chosen than those that were valued over £1 in value. Out of the twelve 

purchased improvements across all groups, 10 were valued at below a £1 in 
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value. The need to generate relative prioritisations and therefore the need for a 

ranked list conceals the diversity of the total bill impacts. Across the groups this 

ranged from £11.18 in total to £0.60 and the number of items purchased from 

six service improvements to one. 

Table 4-8: Budgeting activity results 

 Cost to 
improve 

Group 3 
purchases 

Group 4 
purchases 

Group 5 
purchases 

Sewer flooding homes £2.62  X  

Water pressure £0.03  X X 

Sewer flooding gardens £0.76  X X 

Drinking water quality £4.83    

Hosepipe bans £5.17    

Nuisance £0.12   X 

Discolouration £0.39  X X 

Leakage £9.28   X 

Pollution £0.60 X X X 

TOTAL £23.80 £0.60 £4.40 £11.18 

 

4.11 Discussion of the results 

It should first be noted that this is, to the author’s knowledge, the first study to 

offer an explicit comparative analysis of the commensurability of the outcomes 

of different elicitation mechanisms within a water services context. These 

results provide a cautious insight into the expressed priorities of water and 

wastewater domestic customers as a function of the elicitation mechanism 

selected. Although previous work on participatory mechanisms is to some 

extent pertinent to this research agenda, even here there have been few 

attempts to explore the congruence of outcomes generated by methodological 

variations. However, whilst there is little previous evidence and knowledge to 

compare the findings with, some observations can be made about both the 

implications of this research for knowledge and practice and also its reliability. 
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As has been outlined, the results of this study suggest two main findings a) that 

the outputs generated by groups using the same participatory mechanisms 

exhibit low levels of variation; and b) the use of budgeting mechanisms, when 

compared to individual and group elicitation mechanisms, introduces significant 

variation.  

 

Addressing first the low level of intra-mechanism variation exhibited, it is in one 

sense encouraging that the three tested mechanisms exhibit such internal 

consistency in reflecting preferences. It suggests that careful practices adopted 

in the deployment participatory mechanisms are a key factor in determining the 

reliability of outputs. Where a mono-mechanism approach is adopted in 

planning and decision-making it could therefore be posited that the selection of 

participatory mechanisms incorporating a single elicitation mechanism plays a 

less significant role than that of consistent deployment practices. This broadly 

reflects the current thinking on this issue whereby it is the relationship between 

contextual issues and the mechanism employed that appear to determine the 

ability to generate effective outputs (Involve, 2005; Rowe & Frewer, 2005).  

 

It is also consistent with the literature in that domestic water customers lack 

differentiation (or variation) with regards to priorities and preferences for their 

water and wastewater service (Chenoweth et al., 2010). Participant 

characteristics do not appear to be driving variation in expressed priorities. This 

lack of differentiation presents potential issue to water utility practices with 

regards to how this information is used to inform their planning and decision-

making, particularly where their ability to demonstrate this is likely to be subject 

to scrutiny by regulators and stakeholders.  

 

The application of a mechanistic perspective to the exploration of this finding 

could suggest that where preferences are not highly developed the selection of 

participatory mechanisms could play a more important role. In particular, the 
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selection of mechanisms that are structured such that there is the opportunity 

for participant to gain a greater understanding about the different attributes of 

their service combined with opportunities for reflection and reconsideration. The 

group prioritisation mechanism had attempted to provide these opportunities, 

however, analysis of the transcripts of these sessions suggest a limited appetite 

to engage in discussion sessions and, where they did, a difficulty in discussing 

the reasons for their preferences. The veracity of this finding, however, must be 

set in the context of the deployment of these elicitation mechanisms as part of 

an overall group session. This is despite the provision of information packs in 

advance of the sessions and time spent familiarising participants with the 

different attributes of their water and wastewater service. A longer time spent on 

this activity within the overall session would have provisioned greater 

opportunity for probing and exploration of views. With regards to mechanism 

selection, it may be that a multi-session approach be employed whereby 

complexity is gradually introduced to the participants with time allowed between 

sessions for participants to reflect and deliberate on the material provided. 

Similar staged approaches have been used in participative approaches that 

incorporate deliberative, visioning or multi-criteria analysis techniques 

(Consumer Council for Water, 2008; Kallis et al., 2006). It is thought that this 

promotes more engaged participants and nurtures responses that are more 

considered. It is also suggested that, where a discussion-based approach is 

utilised, the subject being discussed is relatively specific in nature. In the case 

of this study, the subject being discussed was broad covering both water and 

wastewater services; a subject where it has been demonstrated customers hold 

relatively undifferentiated priorities. Nurturing a relationship with customers over 

days or weeks rather than hours has the potential to pay strong dividends in 

their understanding of the participation process and their willingness to 

reciprocate the commitment to ensuring a productive outcome. The implication 

on time and resource constraints would need to be carefully considered.  
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The slight differences in variation in the expressed priorities of domestic 

customers when considering intra-method variation may be a reflection of the 

elicitation mechanism employed. For example, where participants were required 

to work together to form a consensus as in the group prioritisation activity as 

opposed to the individual and budgeting elicitation mechanisms whereby 

priorities were recorded individually. With regards to mechanism selection this 

suggests the need for consideration as to whether divergent or convergent 

opinions are desired as this has potential implications for the types of outputs 

generated and ease of using this data. Furthermore, it also serves to highlight 

the prudence of capturing views on the participant experience, particularly 

where mechanisms include group elicitation. This may help to reveal how easily 

participants felt they could contribute and provide some assurances as to the 

validity of the data collected.  

 

To summarise, the elicitation mechanism (i.e. individual, group or budgeting) 

deployed appear to produce internally consistent outputs. This both, reflects the 

importance of consistent deployment practices but also raises concerns about 

the usefulness of this information where differentiated preferences (i.e. for 

different service attributes) are required for planning and decision-making 

processes. It is posited that the use of multi-phase elicitation mechanisms or 

mechanisms that promote extended contact may be important factors to 

consider in participatory mechanism selection in this context in order to 

provision a more in-depth exploration of views, but, this needed to be weighed 

up against the greater resources required by these forms of mechanisms. 

Furthermore, these findings have served to highlight the importance of 

considering the aim of elicitation i.e. to seek divergent or convergent 

preferences and ensuring that the selection of participatory mechanisms and 

the processes in place to use these outputs are compatible with these aims.  

 

Secondly, the analysis of inter-method variation suggested that the prioritisation 

results generated from the use of budgeting as an elicitation mechanism 
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provided significantly different results than those generated by individual and 

group prioritisation mechanisms where levels of inter-mechanism variation were 

low. The low levels of inter-mechanism variation will be addressed first. This 

result can be partially explained by the observed lack of appetite to engage by 

participants exposed to the group prioritisation mechanism. As described in 

Section 4.10.2, where participants did not amend the prioritised set of water and 

wastewater service attributes (generated from the introductory activity) the 

resulting ranking was commensurate with having undertaken the individual 

prioritisation activity. Therefore, whilst little can be said here about the variation 

in elicited preferences, as has been outlined above, it does serve to highlight 

some potentially important considerations with respect to the structuring and 

aims of participatory mechanisms. More interesting perhaps, is the deployment 

of the budgeting elicitation mechanism as the sole precursor of significant 

variation in expressed priorities. This has been speculated to be attributable to 

the introduction of monetisation as a factor in the budgeting prioritisation 

exercise when compared to the individual and group prioritisation exercises. 

Participants appear to be sensitive to bill impact in determining their priorities. 

This reveals a significant challenge that water utilities may face when 

discussing service level improvements across a range of both attributes and bill 

impacts. The provision of information with regards to how customer bills are set 

and the process by which this is regulated to ensure customer interests are 

protected may provide some assurances to customers and help to alleviate any 

suspicion regarding bill increases. However, it does promote the need for 

caution where using budgeting as the sole or joint elicitation activity in single or 

across multiple participatory mechanisms in planning and decision-making. 

Water utilities may consider reframing budgeting type activities in future studies 

in order to elicit a more robust set of priorities. The re-framing of this activity 

would mean that instead of providing participants with the opportunity to 

purchase improvements from a pre-determined total budget, participants would 

be informed that their bill would be subject to a specific monetary increase and 

they would be asked to determine what proportions of their bill they would want 

to spend across each attribute. This could be achieved by providing participants 
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with tokens each representing a nominal percentage of the total budget. This 

would remove the potential for observed bias towards cost based decisions, 

providing an improved reflection of participants’ true priorities and provide a 

more comparable data to accompany other prioritisation-based activities. 

 

There are several features of the study that warrant some comment in terms of 

possible constraints on its veracity and generalisability. Firstly, whilst the results 

have suggested that participant characteristics did not play a major role in 

influencing the outputs of each session, issues with recruitment prevented 

accurate replication of participant characteristics across groups using different 

methods. Because group membership was unique for each session, it might be 

argued that there is no a-priori reason why the outcomes should be 

commensurate either within or between the three tested methods. However, 

several features of the study (constrained attribute set, common participant 

experience of service levels, single service supplier etc.) offer important 

reasons why similarity of priorities might well be expected. Secondly, the 

prioritisation activities that were considered in this study were time constrained 

and this limited the capture of richer data in relation to how participants were 

forming and reasoning their prioritisations. Spending greater time on these 

activities would nurture a more insightful comparison. Finally, due to the nature 

and format of the outputs from the various activities, some data transformation 

(as discussed above) has been implemented in order to generate comparable 

metrics for the three tested methods. 

 

The incorporation of public opinion and preferences in investment decision- 

making is both an indicator of democratic governance and an important feature 

of consensual service provision (Chess, 2001; Ravetz, 2005; Renn et al., 1993). 

Regulatory obligations and incentives to embrace customer aspirations (and 

importantly to evidence robust and convincing processes for doing so) provides 

a non-trivial challenge to both public and private enterprises to become more 

competent at deploying and integrating customer views into their investment 
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plans. The wide variety of mechanisms available to enact public participation 

raises specific challenges for practitioners who are tasked with the successful 

design, deployment and embedment of customer views and preferences. In 

particular they need to be able to confidently discriminate between different 

mechanisms and have clarity around the implications of their choices 

particularly where they are used in clusters as has been demonstrated in 

Section 2.4. The findings suggest that each of the three tested mechanisms 

(group prioritisation, individual prioritisation, and group budgeting) generate 

broadly internally consistent outcomes. When considering the outputs across 

the three mechanisms however, those from the group budgeting activity are 

inconsistent with those from the other two methods. Furthermore, the lack of 

differentiation of domestic customer views has been highlighted. These findings 

provide insight into the some factors that influence the design and deployment 

of elicitation mechanisms (reflecting those typical to participatory mechanisms) 

in the context of exposing priorities for water and wastewater services. They 

also have broader relevance for public participation and priority elicitation 

processes across a range of sectors. With very little previous work having been 

conducted to compare intra and inter method reliability, our findings can only 

really be seen as indicative and caution is required in extrapolating their 

inferences. Further comparative examination of a wider range of participatory 

mechanisms (including variants of the same method), the exploration of these in 

more depth and the development of new experimental procedures to ensure 

objective testing will allow practitioners to have greater confidence in the tools 

they use and better understand how they might influence preference ranking 

outcomes. Furthermore, research should maintain a strong practitioner focus 

with evaluations being conducted in as realistic a context as possible. Credibility 

of process is vital to the integrity of participation processes and this contribution 

offers a constrained but stimulating contribution to addressing this gap in 

knowledge. 
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4.12 Conclusions 

This study has contributed to the exploration of the influence of participatory 

mechanisms and preference formation on participative mechanism outputs by 

exploring output variation within single elicitation mechanisms and between 

variant elicitation mechanisms in the context of customer priorities for water 

services.  The study has generated findings that suggest limited intra-

mechanism output variation and yet significant inter-mechanism variation in 

outputs, particularly with respect to budgeting elicitation mechanisms.  Whilst 

the experimental weaknesses of this study have, to some extent, limited the 

veracity of the findings, it has served to highlight potential important 

methodological considerations for participation and water utility practitioners 

when designing and deploying single and multiple mechanism participatory 

planning and decision-making approaches in this context. This study has also 

highlighted the need for further work in this area, particularly with regards to the 

development of experimental procedures.  

 



 

 143

5 EXPLORING CUSTOMER ACCEPTABILITY OF 

WATER AND WASTEWATER INVESTMENT 

SCENARIOS: A REFLECTION ON THE FINDINGS 

FROM STUDY A 

5.1 Introduction 

This chapter describes in detail Study B. This study is concerned with the 

further exploration of the influence of ‘bill impact’ as a feature of participative 

mechanisms deployed with domestic water and wastewater customers. It 

represents an additional contribution to address one of central tenets of this 

research: to assess the significance of participative mechanism selection and 

design in water utility planning and decision-making.  

 

The findings from Study A (see Section 4.10) highlighted that the use of 

budgeting mechanisms, when compared to individual and group elicitation 

mechanisms introduces significant variation. It was suggested that where 

water and wastewater service improvement proposals had a lower bill impact 

they were more likely to be selected as part of a budgeting exercise. Given 

the purpose of that study was to explore preferences across a range of 

different elicitation mechanisms (in order to explore potential impact of 

elicitation mechanisms), it did not provision an in-depth assessment as to the 

reasons for their views. With the need for water utilities to explore customer 

acceptability in relation to their proposed water and wastewater investment 

proposals as part of the PR14 planning and decision-making process, it is 

increasingly important to understand the extent to which bill impact (or indeed 

other factors), as a feature of participative mechanism design, drives water 

customer rationales for acceptability.  

 

Section 1.2.1 has presented and discussed findings from studies exploring 

public attitudes towards alternative water sources and water efficiency 

behavioural campaigns. In these cases the concept of ‘acceptability’, and its 

constituent characteristics, was explored relative to specific technological 
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interventions by water institutions i.e. the introduction of indirect effluent reuse 

or desalination schemes. Whilst this provides a useful contribution to 

discussion on ‘customer acceptability’ it fails to fully position acceptability of 

these water management approaches in the context of the overall service and 

the potential impact this has on water and wastewater bills. Although surveys 

and other research to identify the priorities of customers for domestic water 

and wastewater services is a common practice amongst water utilities across 

many countries, and may yield insights pertinent to this enquiry, 

disappointingly little finds its way into either the academic or practitioner 

literature. Two notable exceptions, Willis et al. (2005) and Consumer Council 

for Water, (2008), suggest that the delivery of water and wastewater services 

is an area where customers do not possess highly differentiated priorities. It is 

acknowledged that consumers find it difficult to articulate priorities or even 

may not have considered their preferences for a service that they take for 

granted or rarely consider (Kelay et al., 2008). The presentation of ‘bill impact’ 

could arguably be considered a key determinant in customer decision-making.  

 

International academic studies into the delivery of water services have shown 

that in general, participants prioritised the quality and safety of drinking water 

over the reliability of the supply (Chenoweth et al., 2010; Kelay et al., 2008). 

Chenoweth et al (2010, p.4339) argue that this may reflect the relative stability 

of the water services in the study countries and hypothesise that “When 

supply is unreliable, reliability takes precedence. Once the water supply is 

reliable, quality issues come to the fore as the priority of water customers”. 

Alternatively, some argue that this result reflects the public health factors 

inherent in discussions around water quality, which are less explicit in other 

attributes of water services (Kelay et al., 2008). It is also pertinent to consider 

the impact of individual customer experiences in the development of priorities 

for water services. Customers are strongly influenced by their sensory 

perceptions and may use these as the basis for assessing the perceived 

safety or quality of their drinking water (Falahee & MacRae, 1995; Skellett, 

1995). Conversely, it is possible that customers may only generate highly 

differentiated preferences for other elements of service based on their own 
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experiences or, in some cases, those of others around them. For example, 

there is some evidence that customers who have experienced problems with 

their drinking water are more likely to seek alternatives to tap water as a way 

of minimising their concerns regarding potential health risks (Harding & 

Anadu, 2000). In comparison, the relatively sparse evidence base in the 

literature on customer preferences for wastewater services only highlight high 

levels of concern over sewer flooding incidents (Arthur et al., 2009). The 

evidence described above, which is corroborated in the UK context a study by 

CCW (2008), suggests that customers have relatively undifferentiated 

priorities for investment in water and wastewater services. So, for those 

professionals charged with determining customer levels of acceptability for 

water and wastewater investment proposals they need to be able to clearly 

discriminate whether proposed bill impact (as a feature of mechanism design) 

is the driver of their views or whether other factors are at play. This study 

reports the findings of domestic customer acceptability testing to further 

explore the findings generated by Study A.  

 

5.2 Background 

The aim of this study was to explore the extent to which the bill impact of 

water and wastewater investment proposals (as a feature of mechanism 

design) was a driver of their acceptability. This study was designed to further 

explore the findings generated by Study A; it does not address a specific 

research question but provides support for addressing Research Objective 2 

in relation to the influence of participative mechanism selection and design 

and preference formation on the outputs from participatory mechanisms in 

water services.  

 

Section 5.1 outlined the relevance of this study in light of water utility 

responsibility for the deployment of acceptability testing with its customers for 

its PR14 business plan submission. Furthermore, it highlighted the lack of 

published research about customer preferences for attributes of water and 



 

 146

wastewater service delivery. The lack of attention this topic has received in 

the literature, combined with the greater focus on evidencing customer 

acceptability of investment proposals as part of the Price Review regulatory 

framework, renders the furthering of understanding about the characteristics 

of customer acceptability and whether exposure to ‘bill impact’ as a feature of 

the mechanism design impacts their expressed preferences. The fieldwork 

activity, whilst providing the raw data for this study, was additionally 

commissioned by the research sponsor to support a quantitative acceptability 

testing study providing additional insight into drivers of customer acceptability 

across a range of water and wastewater investment proposals and supporting 

them in their strategy and business planning. As has been outlined in Section 

3.4.2 this placed constraints on the content of the study. In water utility 

planning and decision-making it is typical to differentiate the provision of water 

and wastewater services into distinct attributes whereby levels of service are 

more easily measured. Investment proposals around these key attributes 

formed the basis of the sponsoring organisations business plan and were 

used in both this study and the complementary quantitative study 

commissioned by the sponsoring organisation. 

 

5.3 Design of fieldwork activity 

Section 5.2 has outlined the overarching rationale for the design of this study. 

This section will now provide and outline the design of the fieldwork activity 

deployed in order to generate data required gain further insight into the 

findings generated by Study A.  

 

5.3.1 Fieldwork activity structure and content 

Group discussions were used to explore customer acceptability of investment 

proposals across a range of water and wastewater attributes of service. Of 

particular interest was the acceptability of the LoS and associated bill impact. 

A group discussion setting provided the most suitable arrangement in terms of 

efficient use of resources and meeting sample quotas.  
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Each group discussion session followed the same structure and used the 

same content. The structure of the sessions centred around fifteen investment 

proposals across a range of water and wastewater attributes. The sponsoring 

organisation sought to make a distinction between non-discretionary areas of 

investment (i.e. investment required to meet statutory legislation i.e. WFD) 

and those that were discretionary. Non-discretionary investment was termed 

‘legal’ for simplicity. Table 5-1 provides an outline of the investment proposal 

areas adopted, the descriptions that were provided to customers, their 

associated service type and their classification as ‘legal’ (if appropriate). Each 

water and wastewater attribute was associated with a high, medium or low 

investment scenario, each with a performance improvement (or deterioration) 

and an associated bill impact. The performance and bill impact features of 

each scenario and for each attribute are outlined in full in Appendix 9D1. The 

information already described resulted from the sponsoring organisations 

business planning and, as has been described in Section 5.2, was also used 

in a large-scale quantitative study conducted to explore % customer 

acceptance for variant investment and price scenarios. In order to maintain 

consistency with the sponsoring organisations quantitative study the author 

was privileged no control over this content.  
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Table 5-1 Investment proposal areas, descriptions and service types 

Investment proposal Service type 

Unexpected interruptions to supply Water 

• Unexpected interruptions to water supplies may happen without warning because of burst pipes or other emergency works. 

• Affected properties can be without water for between 12 – 24 hours.  

• Investment by [name of water utility] can reduce the risk of this occurring, for example by replacing ageing pipes sooner, 

adding new mains supply pipes, and using improved technology to manage the network. 

Taste and smell of tap water  Water 

• Some customers experience incidents of an unpleasant taste and/or smell from their tap water. This can be caused by algae 

in reservoirs in summer months or chemicals used to treat the water to make it safe to drink (e.g. chlorine). 

• Properties can be affected over a period of time (e.g. a week). Running the tap does not remove the taste or smell 

• Investment by [name of water utility] can reduce the number of incidents, by adding additional treatment at water treatment 

works. 

Discoloured tap water Water 

• Some customers temporarily experience discoloured tap water due to disturbance of deposits that accumulate in supply 

pipes, which can be caused by burst pipes or work on the network. 

• When this happens the tap water is usually brown in colour. Running the tap for several minutes does not remove the 

discolouration. 

• Discoloured water is normally safe, but customers who experience this often prefer not to use their tap water whilst 

experiencing the problem. 
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• Investment by [name of water utility] can reduce the number of customers affected by removing deposits or preventing them 

from accumulating in pipes.  

Unexpected low pressure Water 

• Short term unexpected drops in the pressure of water supply to a property may happen without warning because of 

exceptional demand peaks, burst pipes or other emergency works. 

• Affected properties will typically have very little water flow through their taps for 1 to 12 hours, but sometimes this can last for 

more than 12 hours. 

• Low pressure can affect the use of appliances (e.g. washing machines) and ground floor showers and toilets. There may be 

no water in upstairs bathrooms and showers.  

• Investment by [name of water utility] can reduce the risk of this occurring by replacing ageing pipes, increasing the amount of 

water that can be stored and supplied through existing assets and pipes, and using improved technology to manage the 

network. 

Leakage from water pipes Water 

• ‘Leakage’ is treated water that is lost from water pipes. It includes water lost from United Utilities’ distribution network (85% of 

leakage) and water lost from customers’ supply pipes (15% of leakage). 

• Some leaks in water pipes are unavoidable as water can seep from joints and pipes can be damaged by ground movement 

caused by freezing weather or the weight of traffic on a road above. 

• [Name of water utility] can reduce leakage from water pipes, by repairing pipes, replacing old iron pipes with modern plastic 

pipes, and improving management of the water supply network. 

Improving rivers Wastewater 

• By 2027 all rivers in Europe are required to meet ‘Good’ or better environmental standards that have been set by the 
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European Union.  

• Rivers that meet the ‘Good' standard support a wide range of wildlife. Lower standards in the rivers can be due to discharges 

from sewers or wastewater treatment works, or due to taking water from rivers for water supply (abstraction), which reduces 

river levels and flow. 

• Currently 30% of the total length of rivers in the [name of region] meets the ‘Good' standard or better. Investment by [name of 

water utility] is needed to ensure that all rivers meet the ‘Good’ standard by 2027. 

Replaces water supplies  Water (Legal) 

The water supply network in the [name of region] is integrated (‘joined-up’) across most of the region. This means that water can 
be easily shared between different parts of the region. However the supply network in [name of area] is separate from the rest of 
the region and relies on a small number of water sources, including [name of reservoir].  

As water cannot be shared with [name of area] there is a higher risk of short periods of drought, for example, following periods of 
below average rainfall. This investment will develop alternative sources of water to supply the [name of area] region. It will also 
help conserve an internationally protected species of freshwater mussels that is found in the [name of area].  

Maintaining the water system Water (Legal) 

Investment by [name of water utility] to maintain water pipes and treatment works against wear and tear, climate change (such as 
preventing flooding of water treatment facilities and adjusting to lower volumes of rainfall due to drier summers), and factoring in 
higher energy prices.  

Drinking water standards growth Water (Legal) 

[Name of water utility] needs to meet changes to legal obligations for drinking water quality, to ensure new properties are 
connected to the water network, and to ensure that there are sufficient supplies of drinking water to meet the growing population. 
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Internal sewer flooding Wastewater 

• Blocked or overloaded sewers can very occasionally flood the inside of properties with wastewater (e.g. from drains and 

toilets). This can be caused by failures in the sewer system (e.g. a collapsed sewer) or heavy rainfall. 

• Affected properties typically experience this type of flooding once every 10 years. Impacts include foul smells, floors and walls 

that need to be cleaned, carpets that need to be replaced, and damage to other possessions. 

• Investment by [name of water utility] can reduce the risk of internal sewer flooding occurring by replacing old sewers or adding 

storage to cope with heavy rain. 

External sewer flooding Wastewater 

• Blocked or overloaded sewers can very occasionally flood gardens or other areas outside of properties with wastewater (e.g.: 

from drains). This can be caused by failures in the sewer system (e.g. a collapsed sewer) or heavy rainfall.  

• Roads, pavements and parks may also be affected. 

• Affected areas typically experience this type of flooding once every 10 years. Impacts include damage to plants and grass 

lawns may need re-turfing. 

• Investment by [name of water utility] can reduce the risk of external sewer flooding occurring by replacing old sewers or 

adding storage to cope with heavy rain.  

Wastewater pollution incidents Wastewater 

• Pollution incidents can be caused by failures or blockages in the sewer system, and also by periods of heavy rain, which 

overload sewers. This can result in the discharge of untreated wastewater to rivers or the wider environment. 

• In most cases the impacts are temporary and will last only a few days. Impacts are mostly visual (e.g. visible litter) and wildlife 

is not significantly affected. 

• Investment by [name of water utility] in the monitoring and operation of the wastewater network can reduce the number of 
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pollution incidents that happen. 

Maintaining the wastewater system Wastewater 
(Legal) 

Investment by [name of water utility] to maintain sewers and wastewater treatment works against wear and tear, climate change 
(such as preventing flooding of treatment works in periods of heavy rainfall through improving drainage), and factoring in higher 
energy prices. 

Ensuring bathing waters meet minimum standards Wastewater 
(Legal) 

Bathing waters are beaches that are classified for use by bathers and swimmers. Bathing waters are measured against European 
Union standards as either ‘Poor', ‘Sufficient', ‘Good' or ‘Excellent'. From 2015 all bathing waters must meet the ‘Sufficient’ 
standard. This is the minimum legal standard for human health for swimming and other activities that involve contact with the 
water.  

Twenty bathing waters in the [name of area] do not meet the minimum standard. Discharges from sewers and wastewater 
treatment works can contribute to bathing waters being classified as ‘Poor’. Investment by [name of water utility] will help ensure 
that these bathing waters meet the ‘Sufficient’ standard.  

Wastewater standards for growth Wastewater 
(Legal) 

[Name of water utility] needs to meet changes to legal obligations for the treatment and disposal of wastewater, to ensure new 
properties are connected to sewers, and to ensure that there is sufficient capacity to deal with the growing population.  
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The group sessions were split into two parts. Part one, the first section was 

used to familiarise the participants with the different attributes of their service 

using the descriptions in Table 5-1 as a focus for discussion. They were 

informed about factors that can impact bills i.e. efficiency savings, inflation, 

new legislation and where the water utility can choose to improve 

performance. They were then asked to complete a simple form that got them 

to rate the importance of each attribute on a scale of 1 – 5. Part two, used 

these attributes to present an investment scenario (the ‘medium scenario’) 

which proposed a level of improvement and the associated bill impact for 

each attribute. If participants found this investment scenario acceptable they 

were then asked if they would pay more for a greater improvement. If yes, 

then a ‘higher scenario’ was presented. However, if participants found the 

‘medium scenario’ unacceptable’ then a ‘lower scenario’ was explored.  

 

5.3.2 Selection of the research population and sampling strategy 

Participant selection for the study involved a purposive non-probability 

sampling approach privileging relative significance of group membership over 

simple statistical representation (Patton, 2002). Justification for use of this 

method is commensurate with that provided in Section 4.3.2, for Study A.  

 

The primary unit of analysis in this study were domestic water and wastewater 

customers receiving their service from a single water utility operating in 

England. The sample frame for this study reflected the desire to yield sample 

coverage of domestic customers across the following parameters including: 

SEG; customers in receipt of means-tested benefits; age (20-44 and 45+); 

household setting (urban, rural and coastal) and whether the household had a 

metered or un-metered supply. These parameters reflect those typically 

selected for customer engagement exercises within the water sector in 

England and Wales representing potential drivers for variation in preferences 

for water and wastewater services.  
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A definitive sample size was not established as part of the design of this 

study. However, as with Study A, between six – twelve participants per 

session was considered a suitable range taking into account the conditions 

needed for active conversation and manageability of the session whilst 

working within the constraints of available resources (Millward, 2012). Each 

group was to be composed of participants with similar characteristics to 

facilitate ease of discussion and analysis. Table 5-2 sets out the desired 

sample frame for this study. 

Table 5-2 Anticipated sample population 

Location SEG Age No. of 
participants 

Measured / 
unmeasured 

Urban ABC1 20-45 8 Mixed 

Urban C2DE 46-75 8 Mixed 

Urban C2DE 20-45 8 Mixed 

Urban ABC1 45-75 8 Mixed 

Rural ABC1 20-45 8 Mixed 

Rural C2DE 46-75 8 Mixed 

Rural ABC1 20-45 8 Mixed 

Rural C2DE  46-75 8 Mixed 

Low income 20-45 8 Mixed 

Low income 46-75 8 Mixed 

 

5.4 Development of research instruments 

Participants were recruited to take part in a group discussion session lasting 

approximately two hours. This duration falls at the latter end of the 

recommend time lengths for group sessions (Millward, 2012) but was 

necessary to gain feedback on all service attributes.  

 

The extremely tight schedule for the delivery of this study (required to enable 

the sponsoring organisation to use the outputs generated in their PR14 

planning and decision-making) precluded the use of pilot study, which would 

have enabled the testing of attribute descriptions and the structure of the 

sessions. However, the descriptive content of this study replicated that which 
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was used in the concurrent quantitative study that had undergone thorough 

pilot testing with relation to the wording and presentation of attributes with 

domestic customers. The author was therefore satisfied that this would not 

present an issue in the case of this study, particularly given the discursive 

nature of group discussions provisioning opportunity for participant 

clarification should this be necessary. To mitigate against structural issues 

with this study in light of no pilot study, the first two groups were monitored to 

ensure that the structure of the sessions was appropriate. No issues were 

identified as a requiring modification as a result of this session observation. 

 

A PowerPoint slide show was generated with a slide for each service attribute. 

This provided a) the descriptions outlined in Table 5-1 b) a range of pictures 

demonstrating showed the impacts of potential service failure c) the ‘medium’ 

investment proposal for each service attribute with associated bill impacts. 

Further slides were generated for ‘higher’ and ‘lower’ scenarios to be used as 

necessary. On presenting each attribute the following areas of discussion 

were proposed: 

− What are your initial reactions? 

− Is this LoS and the corresponding impact on your bill acceptable? Why? / 

Why not? 

− Would you be prepared to pay more for a higher LoS? Why? What would 

you be prepared to pay? [If the participants were prepared to pay more the 

‘high scenario’ was presented and reactions explored] 

− Would you be prepared to accept a lower LoS in return for a lower impact 

on your bill? Why? What would you accept? [If participants were prepared 

to accept a lower LoS then the ‘low scenario’ was shown and reactions 

explored] 

The different groups of investment attributes (water, wastewater and legal) 

were then grouped together and presented as a package of water, 

wastewater or legal investment and reactions were explored. Participants 

were then asked whether they changed their opinions now that they had seen 

them as a package and whether they would make any changes within that 
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package of investment. The same exercise was then conducted with the total 

package of investment and total bill impact. This activity therefore provided a 

set of importance ratings and qualitative assessment of acceptability relative 

to bill amount and LoS and the rationales for their choices.  The topic guide 

developed for use in this study is available in Appendix 9D2.  

 

5.5 Deployment of fieldwork activity 

This section provides a summary of the approach adopted in the deployment 

of this fieldwork activity. It outlines the recruitment strategy adopted and the 

rationale for the selection of research locations. The ethical conduct of this 

fieldwork was outlined in Section 3.6. 

 

As outlined in Section 5.3.2, a purposive sampling approach was adopted to 

identify the sample population parameters to be reflected in the participant 

population. As outlined in Section 5.2, it was necessary to employ a 

professional market research company operating within the supply region of 

the sponsor organisation to undertake the recruitment of research 

participants. A screening questionnaire was utilised to identify appropriate 

participants as this reflected the most efficient means by which to access this 

sample population. This screening questionnaire was developed in 

conjunction with the market research professionals based on the sample 

quota outlined in Table 5-2. MRS Code of Conduct was adhered to throughout 

this process. Interviewers were required to declare on each interview 

questionnaire that this protocol was adhered to, providing assurances that the 

recruitment process was conducted in an ethical manner. The recruitment 

questionnaire deployed in this study was similar to that used in Study A (in 

Appendix 9C1) noting the difference in dates and the use of this study’s 

sample quota. They deployed local face-to-face interviewers in areas selected 

as potential locations for the group sessions to be held. Interviewers were fully 

briefed about the purpose of the study and clearly informed about the task 

that they were being set i.e. the recruitment of participants in line with the 
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sample quota that were willing and able to attend groups sessions at pre-

defined dates and times. Participation was incentivised with the gift of £40 for 

their time distributed to participants following the completion of each group 

session. Justification for the use of monetary incentivisation was outlined in 

Section 4.6. Those members of the public that agreed to participate were 

given a letter explaining what details of the session and a brief introduction to 

what they would be discussing.  

 

The actual locations for the group discussion sessions represented a balance 

of urban, rural and coastal settings within the water utility supply region, 

where good relationships had been built with recruiters offering an efficient 

method of ensuring good participation at each event. Venues for the group 

sessions were selected by the market research company taking into account 

accessibility, convenience and the availability of established contacts that had 

developed in, or near, these locations.  

 

5.6 Timing of fieldwork activity 

The main study sessions were conducted from the 13th May – 23rd May 2013. 

The overall timing of this research reflected the interdependencies of this 

study relative to the sponsoring organisations timetable with respect to their 

PR14 Business Plan preparations. It was also important to schedule this 

research to avoid coinciding with holiday periods and / or major events that 

may have affected participant availability. Furthermore, the group sessions 

were predominantly conducted on an evening after work hours to ensure 

maximum availability.  

 

5.7 Data collection and analysis 

The data was collected by market research facilitators using digital audio-

recordings, and questionnaire responses. Consent for audio recording was 

requested both at the recruitment stage and also prior to the commencement 
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of each group session. Justification for the use of audio-recording is 

commensurate with that provided in Section 4.6 for Study A. Full written 

transcripts of each session were developed facilitating accurate data analysis 

(Patton, 2002). Audio recordings were transcribed by the Market Research 

Professionals into Word documents and the transcript content was then 

imported into Excel for further analysis.  

 

Data inputted into Excel was crosschecked and then cleaned to remove any 

obvious errors observed. As audio-recordings of each session were not 

provided to the author, only basic spelling errors could be addressed. The 

data was sorted by group and then by investment proposal. The verbatim 

discussion from each group and for each investment proposal was then 

analysed with the aim of determining the level of acceptability that was 

observed for each attribute of service for each investment proposal across the 

entire sample. Each groups response was classified as either: Acceptable, 

Mixed Views or Unacceptable and determined by the extent to which 

agreement was observed amongst participant discussion recorded in the 

transcript data. Using thematic content analysis (See Section 6.3.10 for 

outline of process), the primary rationales for each group’s assessment of the 

investment scenario was, or was not acceptable were recorded. An excerpt 

from the thematic chart employed in this analysis is available in Appendix 

9D3. The importance ratings data generated at the start of each session were 

provided to the author as an averaged rating, per attribute, per group. The 

group data was therefore averaged across all groups to provide a total rating 

for each attribute across the whole sample.  

 

5.8 Results 

This section reports the findings this study has generated with respect to the 

importance of each investment proposal and the assessment of acceptability 

for each investment proposal across each group. Analysis of these results is 

discussed in Section 5.9. 
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Section 5.3.2 outlined the sampling strategy design. As Table 5-2 showed, 

this sample design offered a balance of SEGs, age, group and locations for 

each elicitation mechanism. The face-to-face recruitment interviews attempted 

to recruit ten participants for each session assuming an attendance rate of 

approximately 80%. Table 5-3 outlines the achieved sample. Expected 

attendance rate was achieved for five out of the ten groups. Over attendance 

was reported at two out of the ten groups and under attendance was reported 

at three out of the ten groups. The achieved sample size for this study was 

seventy-eight out of the anticipated eighty.  

Table 5-3 Achieved sample population 

Group 
ref: 

Location SEG Age 
No. of 

participants 
Measured / 

unmeasured 

1 Urban ABC1 20-45 7 Mixed 

2 Urban C2DE 46-75 8 Mixed 

3 Urban C2DE 20-45 8 Mixed 

4 Urban ABC1 46-75 9 Mixed 

5 Rural ABC1 20-45 6 Mixed 

6 Rural C2DE 46-75 8 Mixed 

7 Rural C2DE 20-45 8 Mixed 

8 Rural ABC1 46-75 7 Mixed 

9 - Low income 20-45 9 Mixed 

10 - Low income 46075 8 Mixed 

 

Table 5-4 outlines the importance ratings data that was captured in the group 

sessions. The ratings were provided to the author as an averaged group 

rating and these have been collated to for an average rating across the whole 

sample. 
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Table 5-4 Importance ratings data (Full Sample) 

Service attribute / investment area Importance rating (Full 
Sample) 

Maintaining the water system 4.8 

Maintaining the wastewater system 4.7 

Drinking water standards growth 4.6 

Internal sewer flooding 4.6 

External sewer flooding 4.3 

Leakage from water pipes 4.2 

Wastewater pollution incidents 4.2 

Taste and smell of tap water 4.1 

Discoloured tap water 4.1 

Wastewater standards for growth 4.1 

Ensuring bathing waters meet minimum standards 4.0 

Improving rivers 3.7 

Unexpected interruptions to supply 3.2 

Unexpected low pressure 2.8 

Replaces water supplies  2.8 

 

Table 5-5 outlines the assessments made for each investment area. For the 

purpose of this study only the ‘medium’ scenario has been used as this was 

presented across each investment area unlike the ‘higher’ and ‘lower’ 

scenarios. A ‘Y’ response indicated that the scenario was acceptable to 

participants, a ‘M’ indicated that there were no dominant theme reflected 

indicating acceptability or unacceptability by participants, a ‘N’ indicates that 

the investment proposal was not acceptable to participants. An N/A indicates 

where no level of acceptability could be assessed due to there being no 

coverage of this in the transcripts for each group provided by the Market 

Researchers.  
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Table 5-5 Acceptability assessment per group per service attribute 

  BWQ DWSG RWS WM WWM WWSG DISC LEAK LOWP T&O UNEXP ESF ISF POLL RIV 

  £
1

2
.3

1
 

£
3
.2

8
 

£
1
.1

0
 

-£
1
2
.3

1
 

-£
2
0
.4

6
 

£
1

5
.7

0
 

£
1
.2

7
 

£
0
.0

0
 

£
0
.5

4
 

£
0
.0

2
 

£
0
.6

7
 

£
0
.0

9
 

£
4
.4

5
 

£
0
.0

0
 

£
8
.1

0
 

GROUP 1 M Y Y Y Y N Y N Y Y Y Y M M Y 

GROUP 2 Y M Y M M N/A N N N Y M M Y N N 

GROUP 3 N/A Y N Y M N N M N M Y Y N N N 

GROUP 4 Y Y M Y N/A N M Y Y Y Y Y M N M 

GROUP 5 Y Y Y Y Y M Y N Y Y Y M Y M Y 

GROUP 6 M M M Y N/A N M N M Y M N M M M 

GROUP 7 Y Y Y Y Y N/A M N M N Y Y M M M 

GROUP 8  N Y Y Y Y Y M N Y N Y N M M M 

GROUP 9 Y Y M Y N/A N M Y N Y M M M M N 

GROUP 10 N N Y Y M N/A N Y M Y Y M M M M 

TOTAL Acceptable 5 7 6 9 4 1 2 3 4 7 7 4 2 0 2 

TOTAL Mixed views 2 2 3 1 3 1 5 1 3 1 3 4 7 7 5 

TOTAL Unacceptable 2 1 1 0 0 5 3 6 3 2 0 2 1 3 3 

TOTAL No response 1 0 0 0 3 3 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

KEY: (BWQ – Bathing water quality) (DWSG – Drinking water standards and growth) (RWS – Replacement water supply) (WM – Water maintenance) (WWM – Wastewater maintenance) (WWSG – wastewater standards and 

growth) (DISC – discoloured water) (LEAK – Leakage) (LOWP – low pressure) (T&O – taste and odour) (UNEXP – Unexpected interruptions) (ESF – external sewer flooding) (ISF – Internal sewer flooding) (POLL – wastewater 

pollution) (RIV –improving rivers) 
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Using the total acceptability ratings from Table 5-5 and the importance ratings 

from Table 5-4, Figure 5.1 has attempted to demonstrate the association 

between the importance rating associated with each investment proposal and 

the level of acceptability assessment.  

 

 

Figure 5.1: Importance vs. Acceptability 

 

Briefly, this provides a very high level representation of the results which 

suggest that those attributes that are associated with a bill decrease or no 

impact to the bill, despite being important to the participants, reflect a differing 

level of acceptability. Similarly, some of those investment proposals that reflect 

a bill increase received high levels of acceptability despite not being important 

to the participants.  

 

Further analysis of the levels of acceptability relative to the bill impacts 

associated with each was undertaken. Each service attribute investment 
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proposal has an associated monetary value. These service attributes were 

banded to reflect the range of bill impacts presented. Table 5-6 outlines the 

adopted value banding classification. The percentage of responses 

characterised as acceptable, mixed or unacceptable across all investment 

proposals within each value band was then determined. This data was charted 

to establish the associations between the value of the investment proposal and 

the classification of response. The percentage of responses across each 

classification, and within each price band, was then calculated within the 

responses gained from each group to identify whether any relationship between 

value band and acceptability existed.  

Table 5-6 Investment proposal value banding 

Value band 
No. of investment proposals 

in band 

< £0.00 3 

£0.00 - £0.99 6 

£1 - £4.99 11 

£5 - £9.99 2 

£10+ 2 
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Figure 5.2 Chart showing the % of responses across the total sample relative to 

the value of proposed bill impact 

 

Figure 5.2 shows that there are a higher percentage of acceptable responses 

associated with investment proposals with a value less than £0.00. The 

percentage of acceptable responses does not decrease consistently with 

increasing bill impact suggesting that other factors may be associated with 

participant decisions. Similarly, there are higher levels of unacceptability with 

associated with investment proposals with a value of £0 - £0.99 than there at 

£1- £4.99.  

 

The findings from Study A (See Section 4.10) suggested that price (or bill 

impact) was a key determinant of selection (or acceptability) in the participatory 

budgeting exercise that was deployed. This study aimed to explore further the 

influence of bill impact (as a feature of participative mechanism design) on 

practitioner choices. Figure 5.1 and Figure 5.2, whilst providing only cursory 
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insight into the data collected from this study, suggests that whilst bill impact 

may be an influential factor in participant’s decisions, it is, however, not the only 

factor that appears to be driving acceptability. An in-depth analysis of the 

transcript data has been used to investigate further what other factors influence 

participant responses.  

 

5.9 Analysis of results 

This section will describe in more detail the results from this study and outline 

the main findings. The investment proposal attributes outlined in Table 5-1 will 

structure the discussion.  

 

5.9.1 Rationalisation strategies 

There were several broad strategies employed by participants in their 

rationalisation of the acceptability of investment proposals. These included: 

a) The calculation of monthly bill impact of the proposed investment from the 

annual impact provided  

b) Delaying the provision of views on the acceptability / unacceptability of 

investment proposals on the basis that they want to see the overall total bill 

(indicating a propensity towards cost related decision-making) 

c) On-going tracking of aggregate bill total 

d) The estimation of revenue from the overall supply region on the basis of the 

proposed investment  

By examining the occurrence of these strategies relative to the attribute 

investment proposal being discussed and the proposed bill impact of that 

investment proposal there doesn’t appear to be a correlation between these 

strategies and the value of the bill impact or attribute type. Whilst it suggests 

that the presentation of bill impact within participative mechanisms triggers 

participants to consider bill impact as a feature of their decisions, these 

strategies were observed in discussions of both high value and low value 
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investment proposals and across a range of service attribute types suggesting 

this suggesting these strategies are not triggered by size of bill impact.  

 

The finding that some participants divided the annual bill impact into monthly bill 

impact suggests that participants may find this presentation easier to relate to. 

This is supported by the data collected from the introduction section of each 

focus group where the participants discussed their current bill levels. The 

majority of participant described their current bill level in terms of a monthly 

amount. The occurrence of this rationalisation strategy was strongly aligned to 

an ‘acceptable’ response from participants.  

 

The concern about overall bill total which underpins the strategies of delaying of 

providing a response and the on-going tracking of aggregate bill totals signals a 

strong influence of cost in the decision-making process but also the potential 

influence of attribute sequencing i.e. the order in which attributes (of differing bill 

impacts) are presented to participants. Methods for alleviating the potential 

sequence bias would be to provide participants with the overall bill impact at the 

start of the session as opposed to the end of the session thus alleviating the 

underlying concern about aggregate bill totals. These were typically associated 

with an overall mixed view of acceptability.  

 

The estimation of the potential regional revenue from investment proposals was 

typically strongly related to an “unacceptable” response. Whilst this was 

observed in discussion for a range of service attributes and proposed bill 

impacts, analysis of the transcripts suggests that this rationale is predominately 

employed where participants find the proposed bill impact expensive. The 

analysis also suggests that subtly underpinning this is a feeling of not wanting 

the water utility to benefit from the bill increase.  
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5.9.2 Bathing water quality 

This attribute is in the highest investment proposal value band. However, four 

out of the ten groups considered the investment proposal for Bathing Water 

Quality to be acceptable. Analysis suggests that in the majority of the groups 

the main driver behind their response is the perceived benefit they will gain from 

the investment. Many state that they enjoy using the beach as a resource and 

therefore appear to value the potential amenity and recreational benefits for 

both themselves personally but also their family. Cost does appear to be minor 

influence in these decisions with the majority of groups finding the annual bill 

impact acceptable (as presented) or acceptable when disaggregated into a 

monthly bill impact. Those that found the bill impact to be unacceptable 

acknowledged that despite this they considered the investment to be a high 

priority. Those groups considered this investment proposal to be unacceptable 

generally considered this area of investment to be of lower priority with there 

being a desire to invest in other service attributes instead potentially where they 

feel there will be greater personal benefit. With regards to cost they are 

generally concerned about the accumulation of cost, perhaps because it is in 

the higher value band. There was also concern about the level of potential 

revenue accrued from this investment proposal and this was linked to levels of 

profits and lack of re-investment. Thus, in summary, it appears that the main 

factors influencing the acceptability of this investment proposal are the 

perceived personal benefits of the investment and cost played a more minor 

role despite being in the highest value band.  

 

5.9.3 Drinking water standards and growth 

With a bill impact of £3.28 this attribute is classified in the middle level value 

banding. Seven out of the ten groups were classified as finding the proposed 

investment to be acceptable. Cost appeared to be a greater influence on the 

acceptability of investment into this service attribute. Some considered cost 

relative to the benefit they considered the investment to provide i.e. the 

continued delivery of water that meets drinking water standards and it is 
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acknowledged to be a vital to health. Other groups however, judged the 

acceptability of this investment purely on the cost (Manchester ABC1) or their 

view of the contribution of the bill impact of this investment proposal to the 

overall cost so far (Preston C2DE). Where this investment proposal was 

deemed unacceptable the rationale provided was that they were happy with the 

existing LoS and therefore did not feel happy with paying for improvement 

which they did not feel was necessary. Linked to this was a feeling expressed in 

one of the groups that they would not be able to personally perceive any 

improvement in quality.  

An element of this proposed investment did appear to cause participants some 

concern and was a common theme amongst those groups that recorded a 

response of mixed views. This was in relation to developer costs. Participants 

appeared to believe that they were paying for the connection of new 

developments to the existing infrastructure as opposed to the increasing costs 

of supplying the additional resource as a result of the additional developments. 

Whilst this did not appear in the majority of cases to affect the overall view it 

was picked up as an area of concern. It would be suggested that in future 

studies attention must be paid to make this distinction. In summary, it appears 

that the nature of this attribute i.e. its contribution to health and safety and 

therefore its criticality was the main driver in its acceptability however, cost was 

a strong feature in many of the responses.  

 

5.9.4 Replacing water supplies 

The proposed investment is valued at £1.10, which places it in the lower value 

banding. Six out of the ten groups found this investment to be acceptable. 

Those groups that found this acceptable used a variety of rationales. It was 

generally accepted that the cost of this proposed investment was acceptable, 

with some groups stating that you wouldn’t notice this impact (Southport ABC1) 

and that it was affordable for even the lowest of incomes. It was frequently 

reduced to a monthly impact in their decision making process. Another equally 

influential rationalisation was that the investment proposed intended to resolve 
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the issue therefore preventing this on-going cost of this in the future. The 

investment was therefore considered good value. One group found this 

acceptable on the basis that everyone has the right to have access to a water 

supply. There was some underlying minor concern expressed about the 

localised impact of the investment but this did not appear to influence the 

acceptability as it was noted that this was a short-term investment. There was 

one group, which found this to be an unacceptable investment. Their rationale 

for the investment being unacceptable was that they felt that if the area where 

the investment was to be focused was already supplied with water then this was 

sufficient. It was stated that they would be happy with the scope of the 

investment if there were no associated bill impact. Furthermore they were not 

prepared to fund this investment, which is focused on providing additional 

benefit to others. In summary, the primary rationales used in generating an 

acceptable response were cost, which was considered to be affordable, and 

scope which participants felt fully resolved the issue. Where an unacceptable 

response was recorded this was founded mainly on an unwillingness to pay to 

improve service for other customers so the financial value of the investment 

was not the issue but the localised benefit of the investment.  

 

5.9.5 Maintaining the water system 

Maintenance of water systems was in the lowest investment value band as it 

offered a bill reduction of £12.31. Investment into this attribute of service was 

considered to be acceptable by 9 out of the ten groups. As might be expected 

with the investment proposal associated with a significant bill reduction, cost 

was the predominant factor discussed. The majority of groups strongly 

supported the proposed bill reduction. In some responses UU were commended 

for being able to pass on these savings to their customers. However, in one 

group whilst they were happy with the investment proposal stated that they 

would have been prepared to take a smaller bill reduction with that money being 

reinvested to prevent greater bill rises in the future. One group highlighted that 

this was a critical service attribute and whilst the bill reduction was acceptable 
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this would have to happen regardless of the proposed investment bill impact. 

Therefore, in this case cost was the major driver in the decision-making process 

however it could be suggested that a likely high level of acceptability would 

typically be associated with this service attribute regardless of the bill impact. 

Analysis also highlights that some groups were questioning of the ability to 

provide a bill reduction, which suggests that they were not influenced by only 

the cost but also took into consideration whether the bill reduction had any 

associated trade-offs with service. However, others were quicker to make a 

decision and appeared not to engage in any richer discussion of their rationales. 

The one group that provided a mixed response did so on the basis that they felt 

that the sponsoring organisation were providing them with mixed messages 

stating “I feel that they are giving with one hand and taking back with the other” 

(Group 3). In summary, in this case cost was the main influence in determining 

the acceptability whilst recognising that it is a critical service attribute. Where 

the investment garnered a mixed response it was done so on the basis that the 

participants felt that they were receiving an inconsistent message in terms of 

investment proposal bill impacts.  

 

5.9.6 Maintaining the wastewater system 

Wastewater maintenance is the complimentary attribute to water maintenance 

and provides customers with another bill reduction at £20.46. Despite this, only 

four of the ten groups considered this investment to be acceptable. Limited 

discussion appears to have taken place with regards to this particular 

investment proposal. This may be due to the nature of the service attribute in 

that it is critical and an expected attribute of service therefore participants have 

limited material to trade-off. However, it appears that it may be related to the 

significant bill reduction with the majority of groups providing cost related 

responses. Where mixed view responses were reported it was mainly as a 

result of concern about the concept of a bill reduction. It was felt that they have 

paid their bills for money to be invested into improvements and therefore the 

money should be retained within the company for future investment as opposed 
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to returned to customers. There was also concern that the proposed significant 

bill reduction it may be a result of over-investment in this area in the past 

whereas the view is that investment should have been spread out across other 

service attributes. In summary, cost was typically associated with acceptable 

responses whereas unacceptable responses were associated with concern over 

the concept of bill reductions unrelated to this particular service attribute.  

 

5.9.7 Wastewater standards and growth 

The complimentary service attribute to drinking water standards and growth, 

this proposed investment results in a bill impact of £15,70, the highest bill 

increase presented to participants. Unlike the proposed investment into drinking 

water standards and growth where seven out of the ten groups found the 

proposed investment acceptable, only one group found the proposed 

investment into wastewater standards and growth acceptable with five out of the 

ten groups finding the proposed investment to be unacceptable. The data 

suggests that the main rationale used in presenting an unacceptable response 

developed from a misunderstanding regarding an element of the investment 

proposed to supply an increasing demand for wastewater services and instead 

felt that they were being asked to pay for new developments to be connected to 

the existing network. This misunderstanding appears to be the main factor 

influencing a response of unacceptable. Other concerns that were raised as 

secondary issues included that the bill impact was too great and that there was 

unease about what this investment would actually be doing. Some groups 

stated that they would appreciate more formal communication about this issue. 

Discussion about this service attribute, therefore appears to have generated a 

more general concern about what their bill is being used for, this is likely 

created from the high bill impact of this investment proposal. The essential 

nature of this service attribute had been largely ignored by most groups apart 

from the group that considered the investment proposal to be acceptable. Their 

main rationale for the response was based on the attributes critical nature. They 
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also focused on the meeting of legislative standards and did not focus on the 

growth element of the investment proposal unlike the other groups.  

In summary, the data suggests that, in the case of this proposed investment, a 

misunderstanding about the consequent use of the money generated from the 

proposed bill increase is the cause of the large number of unacceptable 

responses. Whilst efforts were made by the facilitators of the groups to correct 

misunderstanding it appears that this was largely unsuccessful. Cost appears to 

have been a minor consideration in the decision-making process. Where an 

acceptable response was reported this appears to be as a result of the 

appreciation of the essential nature of this service attribute.  

 

5.9.8 Discoloured tap water 

The scenario presented to participants was valued at £1.27 placing it into the 

middle investment proposal value band. Two groups found this investment 

proposal to be acceptable, three groups found it to be unacceptable and five 

groups recorded a mixed response. Where an acceptable response has been 

recorded they state that this investment is acceptable as they would not like to 

be personally affected i.e. they want to avoid the impact of a service failure. It is 

also noted in one group that they consider the extent of the issue to be 

widespread. Those that returned an unacceptable response appeared to also 

primarily be considering the impact to them as a result of a service failure. Many 

believe that the impact is not severe as it is usually temporary and doesn’t 

impact on health. The stated service levels were also used to bolster their point 

for example participants compared the number of properties affected to the 

number of complaints generated and came to the conclusion that as the number 

of complaints was significantly lower than those properties affected the issue is 

not a priority for those that are affected. It was stated in one group that they 

would rather invest in a bottle of water if they should be affected rather than pay 

to reduce the risk of a service failure and they were not prepared to invest to 

reduce the impact to those that are affected. Participants also estimated the 

regional revenue that would be generated from this investment proposal and 
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used this as a method of displaying their dissatisfaction with the cost of the 

investment. In some cases this discussion led on to a discussion about 

corporate behaviour for example the lack of re-investment of profits, bonuses 

etc.  

Where mixed views were reported a variety of rationales were presented which 

ranged from impacts and cause of a potential service failure, the proposed 

scope of investment and the apportionment of costs. Where a potential service 

failure was considered to be caused by an accidental occurrence, such as a 

burst pipe that typically cannot be predicted, investment was questioned on this 

basis. Also the duration of the impact has been was a consideration and as the 

impacts of a service failure are described as temporary the majority felt that it 

was therefore not worth investing in. The scope was felt by some to make good 

inroads in reducing the number of complaints, whilst others felt that it did not go 

far enough and would consider paying more to make greater progress. An 

interesting point that was also raised in discussion was that it was felt this type 

of investment would already be done as part of preventative maintenance. As a 

result of this, the participants felt that they were being charged multiple times to 

do the same work. For example, one participant stated “If they [the water utility] 

are maintaining the pipes earlier [referring to the investment proposal outlined 

for maintaining water service], if you are paying for them to maintain it you are 

paying for them to be repaired, you are paying for this that and the other but 

hang on it’s the same pipe” (Group 7). The replacement of a length of pipe will 

have multiple benefits but as these costs have been separated out in to the 

attribute costs it has given some participants the impression that they are also 

being changed multiple times for doing the same job. Others felt that they did 

not have a choice regarding the investment if they wanted to avoid being 

affected in the future and some felt that they would want to pay to avoid what 

they described as the “psychological impact” seeing discoloured water.  

In summary, the data suggests that acceptable responses are underpinned by a 

desire to avoid the potential impact of a service failure, unacceptable responses 

are also typically rationalised by a focus on the potential impacts of a service 
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failure but in the sense that the participants consider them not to be severe 

enough to warrant investment. Where a mixed view was reported this stemmed 

from a range of views. Potential impact of a service failure therefore appears to 

significantly underpin both acceptable and unacceptable responses and the 

tolerance of participants is the counterpoint.  

 

5.9.9 Leakage from water pipes 

This scenario for leakage from pipes had no bill impact, which placed it into the 

lowest value band. When presented to customers three out of the ten groups 

found the proposed investment to be acceptable, six groups found it to be 

unacceptable and one group recorded mixed views. The majority of groups 

expressed shock at the existing level of leakage. However, despite this they 

mainly rationalised this as an acceptable investment proposal as they felt that 

maintain the current level of leakage had not direct impact on them and was 

considered to be tolerable as long as the leakage was not visible. A minor 

influence was the fact that there was no bill impact associated with this 

investment. Where a view of unacceptable was recorded this was 

predominately as they felt the scope of the investment was insufficient and 

participants expressed a willingness to accept a small impact on their bill to fund 

improvement to the LoS in this area. Many stated that they felt this was more 

important area for investment than other service attributes and they felt let down 

that this was not being addressed through the bills. Groups also expressed 

concern about the potential knock-on effects of a high level of leakage. The one 

group that reported a response of ‘mixed views’ appeared to disagree on the 

basis of whether or not the scope of this proposed investment was sufficient 

enough. Those that were happy to maintain the current LoS stated that this was 

because the water was clean and therefore is hygienic.  

In summary, the data suggests that acceptable responses were influenced by 

the perceived lack of visual impact and a direct impact to them as customer. 

Unacceptable responses were associated with insufficient investment. There 

were concerns about the subsidiary impacts of leakage but rationalised that if 
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the water leaking was clean and therefore hygienic it was not an investment 

priority.  

 

5.9.10 Unexpected low pressure 

The investment proposal presented to participants with regards to low pressure 

was valued at a bill impact of £0.54 and therefore classified as one of the lower 

value bandings. Four of the groups considered this investment proposal to be 

acceptable, three groups found this unacceptable and three groups presented 

mixed views. The main rationale underpinning an acceptable response is 

suggested to be in relation to the trade-off between cost and scope. Whilst the 

participants acknowledge that the impact of a service failure is generally 

perceived to be low, the scope of the proposed investment in relation to the 

proposed bill impact presents the participants with value for money. Where an 

unacceptable response is recorded, it is again typically related to the trade-off 

between cost and scope, which is not considered to provide participants with 

good value for money. A secondary influence is the potential impact, which in 

this case is considered to be low as it is temporary, not impacting health and 

whilst inconvenient, is easily adapted to. Where a mix of views is recorded this 

is typically the result of cost and impact considerations with a counterpoint of 

views around these two issues. Some were happy to pay for the benefit of 

others whilst other groups were explicit about their lack of concern for the 

impact on other customers. In summary, the trade-off between cost and scope 

appears to be the main rationale underpinning all response types with the 

resulting characterisation dependant on the dominant view as to whether the 

trade-off of cost to scope is acceptable or not.  

  

5.9.11 Taste and odour of tap water 

The scenario presented to participants with regards to the management of taste 

and odour was valued at £0.02 and therefore feature in the lower value band. It 

received seven acceptable responses out of the ten groups. Two groups found 
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the investment proposal to be unacceptable and one group recorded a 

response of mixed views. The data suggests that those groups that considered 

this scenario to be acceptable typically used cost as their main rationale. For 

example despite believing the scope to be insufficient the investment proposal 

was deemed to be acceptable based on the low bill impact. It was also used as 

a rationale for exploring whether the scope could be increased. The complaints 

metric used to describe the LoS again caused issues, with participants finding it 

difficult to understand what the investment would effect and raising issue such 

as some people are more likely to complain than others. Similar views were 

raised in the groups that had a mixed view on this investment proposal. 

Whereas in those groups that felt that this investment proposal was 

unacceptable justified this on the basis of the scope being insufficient. In 

summary, cost was the main justification for a response classified as 

acceptable. An unacceptable response was recorded on the basis of insufficient 

scope.  

 

5.9.12 Unexpected interruptions to supply 

The scenario presented to participants for unexpected interruptions to supply 

was valued at £0.67 and therefore in the lower value bands. Seven of the 

groups provided acceptable responses. Three groups reported a mixed 

response. The data suggests that those providing an acceptable response 

understood that infrastructure does not work in perpetuity and that failures can 

happen from time to time and it therefore was a necessary cost. Whilst some 

raised concerns about the impact it could have on their daily life, others 

rationalised that they are easily dealt with. Some participants thought that the 

scope was insufficient and that it didn’t go far enough but that they deemed it 

acceptable on the basis of the low bill impact. One group felt it represented a 

good return on their investment. Those groups presenting mixed views 

predominantly though that the cost was acceptable but that the scope of the 

improvement was insufficient. Here, there was confusion about how the water 

utility could improve this LoS when the failures were unexpected. One group 
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thought that this would be reactionary (or ‘emergency’) work and therefore 

couldn’t rationalise how the increase in bill would have the proposed effect; it 

was out of the control of their control. Similarly, one group felt that the 

investment that would go into reducing the risk of unexpected interruptions 

would be classed as maintenance and therefore felt that they were being 

charged twice. In contrast others felt that replacements need to be invested in 

at some point and some would even pay more to prevent this failure impacting 

others.  

In summary, the main justification for this response appears to be the 

appreciation that assets can fail and were therefore amenable to the need to 

invest. Whilst the scope of improvement was deemed to be low the low cost 

made this more acceptable. Concern was raised however, about the cross over 

investment in this service attribute with water maintenance activities and 

therefore being charged twice.  

 

5.9.13 External sewer flooding 

This investment scenario was valued at £0.09 and therefore in the lower value 

bands. Despite this investment scenario being low in bill impact, only four out of 

the ten groups considered this investment to be acceptable. Four groups 

demonstrated a mixed response and the remaining two groups found it to be 

unacceptable. Those groups that found it to be acceptable had little discussion 

to offer largely as a result of the low bill impact. One participant had been 

previously affected by external sewer flooding and therefore was very 

supportive of improvement. One issue raised was that the proposed investment 

did not cover incidents on roads, which were thought to be a high priority due to 

knock-on effects of road closures. Those that expressed mixed views largely felt 

that the scope was insufficient and that more should be done with some 

expressing a wish to have a higher bill impact for a greater improvement. Other 

agreed but would still accept the current scenario. Those that exhibited 

unacceptable responses did so on the basis of insufficient scope. In summary, 

scope appears to have been a big driver for acceptability. Mixed and 
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unacceptable responses were largely due to scope. Low bill impact was the 

main driver for acceptable responses generated despite the insufficient scope.  

 

5.9.14 Internal sewer flooding 

This investment scenario was valued at £4.45 representing one of the higher 

value investments. Only two out of the ten groups found this investment area to 

be acceptable. Seven out of the ten group responded with mixed views. One 

group found this investment scenario to be unacceptable. Those groups that 

provided acceptable responses suggest that whilst the investment is expensive 

it is imperative to reduce the risk of failure and thus avoid impact. Those 

exhibiting mixed views expressed concern over the potential impact to their 

house and their possessions. One participant had been affected and described 

the experience as being ‘horrendous’ (Group 6). Those that were supportive of 

the proposed investment wanted to invest to solve the entire issue not part of it. 

However, many others stated that they have never been affected, or know of 

anyone that has been affected, so therefore considered the impacts to be too 

localised and didn’t want to pay to lower the risk of failure for other customers. 

Many reflected on this investment proposal as being similar to taking out 

insurance; they were worried what would happen if they didn’t pay. Those that 

found this to be unacceptable did so largely on the relative improvement versus 

cost. They did not consider there to be enough improvement to warrant the 

extent of the bill increase.  

In summary, there was concern about the personalised impact of internal sewer 

flooding which led many to want to pay or feel like they had to pay to prevent or 

reduce the risk of this happening to them and were worried what would happen 

if they didn’t pay. Others felt it was too expensive for the improvement 

delivered.  
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5.9.15 Wastewater pollution incidents 

This investment scenario had no bill impact and was therefore in the lowest 

value band. It received no ‘acceptable’ responses, seven groups expressed 

mixed views and three provided unacceptable assessments. Those groups that 

exhibited mixed views were largely accepting of the zero impact to bills but 

some expressed that they would rather pay more to see an improvement and 

some stated that the water utility should at least commit to do something. 

However, others stated that they trusted the water utility to invest where they 

felt it should be and were happy to accept this investment scenario on the basis 

that wildlife were not affected. There was some confusion around the 

responsibilities for managing litter in waterways, which affected some 

participant’s views. Those that expressed unacceptable responses were 

unsupportive of no investment into pollution incidents and considered it an 

important issue to be addressed. In summary, participants were generally 

supportive of no bill impact but others were concerned about the lack of any 

improvement in this area.  

 

5.9.16 Improving rivers 

This investment scenario was valued at £8.10 and therefore represented one of 

the higher valued investment scenarios presented to participants. Two groups 

found this scenario to be acceptable, five groups expressed mixed views and 

three groups did not find this investment scenario to be acceptable. Those 

groups who found this investment scenario to be acceptable were both ABC1 

groups. They expressed that they would rather invest in improving rivers than in 

improving bathing waters. They considered to be a very important area of 

investment and perceived it to be “investing in the future” (Group 1). Those 

groups that expressed mixed views, whilst they were mostly supportive of the 

need to invest their views were highly influenced by the link to the EU or to 

government in the attribute description (i.e. investment is being done as a result 

of the WFD), whom they though should be funding through a taxes route as 

opposed to water utilities, due to the fact that everybody in the country can 
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benefit from the amenity value of rivers. Others were prepared to pay more as 

good quality rivers bring in tourism and provide other amenity values. Finally, 

those who expressed ‘unacceptable’ responses largely did not on the basis of 

cost versus the scope of the investment. Some also thought that money should 

be spent tackling the source of the problem and not the effect. In summary, 

whilst many were supportive of the need to invest and appreciated the value 

that cleaner rivers can provide, others questioned whether the water utility 

customers should be funding these improvements as opposed to through 

everybody’s taxes. Some also felt tackling the source of pollution would be a 

more appropriate course of action.  

 

5.10 Discussion of results 

This study was conducted to generate additional evidence to explore the 

findings of Study A (as reported in Section 4.10). In doing so it has provided a 

useful contribution to the existing academic literature base on water customer 

preferences and priorities for their water and wastewater services. Whilst other 

studies in this field have focused on single attributes of service in depth 

(Chenoweth et al., 2010; Arthur et al., 2009; Falahee & MacRae, 1995; Skellett, 

1995; Kelay et al., 2008) or on customer satisfaction of their water and 

wastewater supply (Al-Ghuraiza & Enshassib, 2006), this study has provided 

coverage of both water and wastewater attributes of service providing a more 

comprehensive coverage of the whole service. It is also, to the author’s 

knowledge, the first contribution to the academic literature (acknowledging that 

WTP studies and other commensurate research are generated within water 

utility organisations) qualitatively exploring domestic customer acceptability 

across a range of investment scenarios using bill impact and improvements to 

Levels of Service as the basis of the discussion.  

 

As set out in Section 5.2, this study did not set out to address a specific 

research question. It does, however, provide additional insight into the influence 
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of mechanism design on mechanism outputs (Research Objective 2) particularly 

around the influence of ‘bill impact’ as a feature of participative mechanism 

design and the presentation of proposed investment scenarios in exploring 

preferences for water and wastewater service attributes. It should be 

acknowledged that the results presented in Section 5.9, were derived from 

domestic customers of a single water utility operating in England and Wales. 

Whilst the findings therefore are specific to this context, and with little published 

literature commensurate with this study some caution should be applied in 

translating these findings to the broader water sector in England and Wales. 

What this study does do is provide additional data with which to assess the 

findings generated by study A, relating to the influence of bill impact as a driver 

of expressed preferences. 

 

Study A generated evidence to that suggested price was driving participant 

preferences for water and wastewater service attributes, and was responsible 

for divergent findings when these results were compared to the results 

generated from two variant elicitation mechanisms deployed in the same 

context. It is acknowledged that the methodology adopted in Study A was time 

constrained and prevented the capture of a richer data set in relation to how 

participants were forming and reasoning their prioritisations. However, a critical 

comparison between the findings generated in Study A and those outlined here 

reveals that in this case price (or bill impact) is not the sole driver of expressed 

customer preferences. In other words, it does not substantiate the suggested 

explanation of ‘price’ or bill impact as an explanation of the findings of Study A. 

These findings have shown that, whilst cost has played a role in determining the 

extent of acceptability expressed by participants, it often does not represent the 

driving motivation for their choices. These findings from this study do suggest 

that ‘importance’ as a sole determinant of preference will likely yield a relatively 

undifferentiated set of priorities as demonstrated in Figure 5.1. This lack of 

differentiation is commensurate with a lack of variation in participant responses 

in Study A where importance was the key determinant of preference (i.e. in the 
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individual and group prioritisation activities). The findings generated in this study 

contrast with those presented by the Consumer Council for Water (2008) 

whereby it is claimed that the main influences on customer’s choices are the 

impact on water bills, the media, altruistic notions and affordability. As had been 

outlined in Section 5.9 this study has provided evidence for a range of 

rationales used by customers to determine their acceptability of investment 

scenarios for water and wastewater services. These related to: value for money; 

benefits; causes and impacts of service failures.  

 

A key observation from this study is that participants frequently used a ‘value for 

money’ mode of reflecting on the investment scenarios. They looked at the 

scope of the improvement proposed relative to the impact it would have on their 

bill. For example, if the scope of the investment proposed was not deemed to 

be value for money compared to the impact on their bill then would generally 

express caution in declaring this to be an acceptable area of investment. The 

scope of the investment was also a key driver for non-acceptability of 

investment scenarios with little or no bill impact. Participants were concerned 

about the lack of ambition and the potential for storing up future problems and in 

some cases were prepared to spend more now to do more.  

 

They also considered the benefits that investments provided. This extended to 

cover themselves personally, for their friends and family, more broadly to the 

customer base or public or for future generations. Also considered was the 

benefits specificity to their local area i.e. in the form of tourism.  

 

The investment scenarios were presented to customers using the service failure 

as a mode to demonstrate a case for investment. For example, the description 

for Unexpected Low Pressure described the need for investment in terms of 

avoiding “unexpected drops in pressure that can happen without warning” and 

that “affected properties will have very little flow through their water taps for up 
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to 12 hours”. Or, “Blocked or overloaded sewers can very occasionally flood the 

inside of properties with wastewater” and that “impacts include foul smells, floor 

and walls that need to be cleaned, carpets that need to be replaced and 

damage to other possessions”. This prompted participants to explore issues 

such as: duration of service failure, frequency of service failure, potential impact 

to health, perceived severity, scale of impact, extent of impact i.e. visual, odour 

or damage, perceived exposure to service failures and finally the cause of the 

service failure i.e. whether it was avoidable, unavoidable or accidental.  

 

On reflection, then, it may be possible that the observed trade-off mode of 

rationalising acceptability in this study (i.e. between cost, scope, benefit and 

service failure impact) may provide an explanation for the results generated in 

Study A. In that study, two of the elicitation mechanisms, the individual 

prioritisation mechanism and the group prioritisation mechanism asked 

participants to rank attributes of service by importance. It was only the 

budgeting mechanism that introduced a trade-off element to the participant’s 

decisions. It could be argued that this was a determinant in the generation of 

such contrasting results when inter-mechanism analysis was conducted.  

 

Whilst this study is not aligned to a specific thesis research question, the 

findings generated have some contribution to the research objective concerned 

with the influence of participatory mechanisms and preference formation on the 

outputs from participatory mechanisms in water and wastewater planning and 

decision-making contexts. Whilst the results generated don’t substantiate those 

generated in study A, it provides evidence to suggest that where ‘bill impact’ is 

presented as a feature of participative mechanism design, there are specific 

considerations that need to be addressed. The observed concern about overall 

bill costs and observed ‘tracking’ of aggregated bill impacts throughout this 

exercise, signals that the order in which attributes (of differing bill impacts) are 

presented to participants could introduce potential sequence bias i.e. those 

scenarios introduced later in the sequence are more likely to be less 
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acceptable. An alleviation method that may act to reduce the risk of sequence 

bias and tracking behaviours would be the introduction of the overall total bill 

impact at the start of the activity as opposed to at the end of the activity. This 

may provision the alleviation of their concerns about the aggregate overall bill 

allowing them to better engage in discussion.  

 

This study has demonstrated that, with adequate information, time for reflection, 

and when provided with a Cost versus LoS decision, customers express 

differentiated views for their water and wastewater services. As, when 

importance is considered as a single determinant of preference, as 

demonstrated in Figure 5.1 limited differentiation occurs. It supports the need 

for the use of participatory mechanisms that privilege participants the time and 

resources to be able to explore different service scenarios to enable them to 

better understand the implications of their choices. This supports this 

conclusions generated in Study A. It has demonstrated that this approach can 

generate significant insight into how participants form their decisions around 

acceptability of service proposals. Their use of service failure as a mode of 

exploring the acceptability of investment scenarios makes a case for consistent 

presentation of service improvements and failures across all attributes where 

possible to ensure that presentational inconsistencies are not driving observed 

responses. In particular, the use of reduced customer complaints as a metric of 

improvement presents a confusing case for participants and efforts to present 

cases more consistently across attributes would provision more robust 

responses.  

 

5.11 Conclusions  

This study has explored rationales for domestic water utility customer 

acceptability across a range of investment scenarios. It has generated findings 

that suggest that participants (domestic water customers) use a range of 

rationales for determining their acceptability of water utility investment scenarios 
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in planning and decision-making. The findings from this study do not, therefore, 

substantiate the suggested explanation of ‘price’ or bill impact as the sole 

explanation of the findings of Study A. The findings do, however, support the 

case for the use of participatory mechanisms that provision greater time and 

resources for reflection. It also makes a case for the importance of consistent 

presentation of investment scenarios in customer engagement activities. This 

study has demonstrated that with sufficient time and information on which to 

reflect on their views, domestic customers are able to demonstrate relatively 

differentiated preferences for water and wastewater services. By provisioning a 

greater understanding of the rationales underpinning the choices made by 

domestic customers for the acceptability of investment scenarios, it provides a 

rich set of data which can be used by practitioners to support their planning and 

decision-making activities and generated further understanding about the 

influence of participative mechanism design and preference formation on the 

outputs from participative mechanisms in water service planning and decision-

making.  

.  
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6 FACTORS INFLUENCING THE USE AND 

INCORPORATION OF CUSTOMER CONTRIBUTIONS 

IN WATER SECTOR PLANNING AND DECISION-

MAKING 

6.1 Introduction 

This chapter will outline the design of Study C. Through the deployment of 

semi-structured interviews with practitioners across the water sector in England 

and Wales, it sought to explore their views with regards to the purpose of 

customer participation in planning and decision-making and the ways in which 

the knowledge generated was managed within their organisations. This study 

addresses the ambitions of research questions 1a and 1b and 3a and 3b. In the 

context of the broader research, this section reflects on the phases of 

participatory planning processes focusing in particular on the detailed planning 

phase and the institutional response phase as outlined in Figure 2.1.  It utilises 

the themes of normative, substantive and instrumental rationales and 

knowledge management practices respectively to structure these findings.  

 

Section 6.2 provides a summary of the background to this study building on 

gaps in current knowledge Section 6.3 will discuss the methodology and 

implementation of the fieldwork pertaining to this study. Section 6.4 outlines the 

fieldwork results. Section 6.5 presents the analysis relating to motivational 

clarity and discusses the findings whereas Section 6.6 moves on to present the 

analysis and discussion around knowledge management practices. Section 6.7 

will provide conclusions with respect to the function of this section relative to the 

aims of the thesis.  

 

6.2 Background 

The literature review has highlighted the paucity of practitioner-focused 

research with respect to public participation and water utility planning and 
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decision-making. Chapter 1 has highlighted that the knowledge and 

competencies required to translate the alternative technical and behavioural 

campaigns into effective management campaigns into effective management 

responses likely required to address future resource management challenges 

no longer exists solely within water utilities, but instead, exists across multiple 

institutions in particular the public. It made the case for the use of increasingly 

participative approaches to planning and decision-making in addressing water 

and wastewater service provision challenges, but recognised the significant 

evolution of organisational processes and practices that this would require. 

Section 1.4 presented the regulatory incentives set by Ofwat at PR14 to 

promote increasingly participative practices, thus requiring water utilities to 

overcome a legacy of technocratic planning approaches, a perceived lack of 

organisational capacity and receptivity towards the use of customer 

contributions for them to be successful in the Price Review. Section 2.2 sought 

to outline the main phases of participative processes and map what is currently 

considered to constitute effective practices to each stage. This process 

revealed three main areas whereby greater clarity was felt could be beneficial to 

practitioners in the water sector (and perhaps more broadly) whilst also 

facilitating a greater understanding about the implementation of participative 

practices in water utility organisations. Chapters 4 and 5 sought to address the 

influence of participative mechanisms and preference formation on the outputs 

from participatory mechanisms in water service planning and decision-making. 

This section will address the remaining thesis objectives (research objectives 1 

and 3) through responding to the research questions outlined in Table 2-7. 

 

Unlike research activities A and B, this research sought the views of 

practitioners (as opposed to domestic customers) and was independent of 

customer engagement activities conducted by the sponsoring organisation with 

respect to their PR14 Business Planning. The study was therefore subject to 

less constraints provisioning greater flexibility with regards to method and to 

content. This activity was designed to seek the views of practitioners from a 
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number of water utilities across the water sector in England and Wales to 

understand both their views on the purpose of the use of participative 

approaches for water utility planning and decision-making and their experiences 

and practices with respect to management of the outputs of participative 

processes. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with practitioners to 

capture these views. Thematic content analysis was then conducted to 

generate findings to address the research questions.  

 

6.3 Study C research methodology 

Section 3.4.3 outlined the overarching empirical framework relating to this 

study. This section addresses the detailed methodological design including: the 

research sample, the research instrument and its deployment in the field, the 

timing of the research and data collection protocols.  

 

6.3.1 Identification of the sample frame 

The case for the use of semi-structured interviews was outlined in Section 3.4.3. 

Reflecting the nature of this study, a purposive sampling approach was adopted 

for the identification of the sample frame. The justification for the use of this 

approach reflects that provided for studies A and B (See Section 4.3.2 and 

5.3.2). The primary unit of analysis in this study was the practitioners operating 

in the water sector of England and Wales, in particular those that have been 

actively generating or using the outputs of participatory mechanisms in planning 

and decision-making. Factors that pose the most potential to affect the 

coverage of the research questions were considered to ensure that this diversity 

was reflected in the sample population. Several factors were identified as 

posing potential for affecting responses. Firstly, managerial level was 

considered to hold potential to influence responses based on the extent of 

variance in their exposure to internal or external decision-making drivers, which 

practitioners at lower or non-managerial positions may not. Secondly, the 

business function in which practitioners were based may vary their perspectives 
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as a result of the types of investment challenges and solutions they faced, the 

nature of regulatory pressures and typical behaviours for example in terms of 

ways of working or decision philosophies. Thirdly, their role within the business 

may have influenced the nature of their interaction with participative processes 

for example, their role may involve assisting in the generation of knowledge or, 

conversely it may involve the use of participative outputs or indeed both. Finally, 

other factors such as the breadth of the programme of participative approaches, 

the range of participative mechanisms employed in their planning and decision-

making and the business functions where customer views were sought also 

offered the potential to impact the type, extent and content of the outputs 

available to practitioners to use in their planning and decision-making and thus 

were considered in the sample frame. The views and experiences of 

practitioners that have not had any interaction with participative processes as 

part of their water utility’s planning and decision-making were excluded from this 

study. Whilst the focus of this study was to understand what practices existing 

within water utilities to manage and facilitate the use of participative outputs, 

drawing on the findings from the academic literature it was considered 

necessary to involve practitioners that may offer complimentary insights so for 

example those that may have been involved in shaping the design of 

participative processes. This sample population was considered to provide 

sufficient number of potential participants for the provision of a high quality 

sample whilst taking account of a level of non-participation and potential 

attrition.  

 

The sample frame incorporated practitioners across variant water utility 

organisations, with one of these organisations being the sponsoring 

organisation of this research. In this particular organisation it was possible, both 

through the networks developed throughout the research placement and the 

availability of documentation detailing organisational structure, to generate a 

sufficiently diverse sample population. However, for the other water utilities it 

was necessary to use a combination of sampling approaches in order to 
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generate sufficient quality sample as the structure and distribution of 

responsibility and practices was unknown and difficult to access.  

 

6.3.2 Sampling strategies 

A maximum-variation sampling strategy was adopted for the identification of 

participants within water utility organisations. This strategy aimed to facilitate 

the capture of central themes and outcomes across a diverse sample (Patton, 

1990). The identification of common themes emerging from a diverse sample 

were of particular interest and value in furthering understanding of shared 

experiences in developing the organisational response to the outputs of 

participative mechanisms.  

Concurrent to this phase of research, Ofwat released their Pre-Qualification 

Risk Based Review results to each water utility (Ofwat, 2014). Discussions with 

numerous practitioners revealed that whilst this information had been 

anticipated, the extent of information and detail provided by Ofwat justifying 

their decisions had far exceeded expectations. These results revealed Ofwat’s 

views as to the quality of each water utilities customer engagement activities 

providing a ‘grade’ (A-D) for each organisation (Ofwat, 2014). Interrogating the 

results of this report revealed a significant spread of ‘grades’ having been 

assigned to the perceived quality of water utility customer engagement 

activities. The introduction of this information was felt to provide a relevant and 

interesting insight complementary to this research inquiry. The grading system 

applied by Ofwat was based on three ‘tests’ including: a) the quality and breadth 

of customer engagement activities b) dialogue with other regulators and c) 

evidence has been developed and used throughout the business plan (Ofwat, 

2014). Tests a and c were of particular interest to this study. It was therefore 

decided to use the grading system applied by Ofwat to calibrate the recruitment 

strategy for targeting water utilities in the wider sector. This is presented in 

Table 6-1.  
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Table 6-1: Ofwat pre-qualification test outputs (Adapted from Ofwat, (2014)) 

Test 1 Test 2 Test 3 

WASCs 

High grade [A] 
Anglian 
Severn Trent 
South West 

Anglian 
South West 

  

Mid grade [B] 

Welsh Water 
Northumbrian 
Southern Water 
UU 
Wessex 
Yorkshire 

Welsh 
Northumbrian 
Severn Trent 
Southern 
UU 
Wessex 
Yorkshire 

Anglian 
Severn Trent 
South West 
UU 

Low grade [C] Thames Thames 

Welsh 
Northumbrian 
Southern 
Thames 
Wessex 
Yorkshire 

WOCs 

High grade [A] 
South East Water 
Sutton and East 
Surrey 

None   

Mid grade [B] 

Affinity 
Bristol 
Dee Valley 
Portsmouth 
Bournemouth 
South Staffs 

All 

Affinity 
Bristol 
South East Water 
South Staffs 
Sutton and East 
Surrey 

Low grade [C] None None 
Dee Valley 
Portsmouth 
Bournemouth 

 

The sample of water utilities aimed to ensure sufficient coverage within each 

classification and also ensure coverage of both water-only companies (WOCs) 

and joint water and sewerage companies (WASCs) within the sample. Three 

water utilities, one in each grading category as identified in Table 6-1 were to be 

approached. A phased approach was adopted with recruitment of WASCs being 

targeted first with WOCs to follow given the potential for WASCs to contribute a 

greater number of practitioners to the overall sample.  
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6.3.3 Access to sample population 

A snowball sampling approach was utilised, provisioning access to information-

rich practitioners within unknown organisational structures. The process began 

by informing known, well-situated practitioners in each water utility about the 

research. These practitioners were identified through documentary analysis of 

CCG reports and CCG meeting minutes from each water utility, and where 

applicable cases personal contacts of the author resulting from previous roles in 

the water industry). This was achieved through the deployment of an email 

wherein a common format was adopted (see Appendix 9E1). This initial 

dialogue informed them about the aims of the project and a request was made 

for their assistance in selecting practitioners from within their organisation to 

take part in the study. They were provided with a list of criteria to assist in the 

selection process whilst being encouraged to include diversity within their 

overall choices. The intention was that contact details would then be provided 

for each of the proposed practitioners who would then be contacted separately 

via a second email (of a common format) to inform them about the research and 

negotiate their consent to take part in the study (See Appendix 9E.1.3). At this 

stage it was also necessary to ensure that those participants proposed by the 

key water utility contacts met the relevant criteria for participation whilst keeping 

the sample as diverse as possible within the boundaries of the sample 

population. It is acknowledged that this approach introduces the potential for 

key water utility contacts to bias the sample. They may, for example, have 

selected potential practitioners they felt would have provided a positive view of 

the organisation or those that had very strong views etc. Whilst this was a 

limitation of the sample approach, it was considered to be the most suitable 

method of gaining access to participants in an unfamiliar organisational 

structure within the time and resource constraints posed by this study.  
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6.3.4 Sample Matrix 

The qualitative nature of this study favours smaller sample sizes than those 

typically sought in quantitative studies. The sample is considered to be of 

sufficient size where the objectives of the study can be addressed within the 

bounds of the resources available (Patton, 1990; Ritchie et al., 2003). Using the 

criteria for the practitioner sample frame previously discussed in Sections 6.3.1 

and 6.3.2 a prioritised list was generated to inform the development of the 

sample matrix. Primary criteria were those which were attributed greatest 

importance within the sample, secondary criteria were more loosely controlled 

and, finally, tertiary criteria were not controlled for but were monitored 

throughout the overall sample population. The prioritised criteria can be found in 

Table 6-2. 

Table 6-2: Sample criteria 

Primary criteria Secondary 
criteria 

Tertiary criteria 

Practitioner perspective (i.e. function 
within the business) 

 

Managerial 
level 

Gender 

Practitioner organisation classification  

 

Role type Experience in the water 
sector 

Practitioner organisation service 
provision (i.e. WASC or WOC) 

  

 

The practitioner’s perspective was considered to be a primary-criterion in the 

sample as this offered the opportunity to explore variations in practitioner 

approaches across a broad scope of planning and decision-making contexts 

allowing exploration of potential variations in approaches and views. It also 

provided diversity within the sample population. The organisation in which the 

practitioner was based was synonymous with the location factor typical in other 

qualitative studies. A range of water utilities, all of which are regional 

monopolies, were included in the sample, however, as opposed to utilising this 

as a criterion in itself, water utilities were classified based on the range of 

methods and non-retail business areas covered by their customer engagement 



 

 195

activities. This provided a way of incorporating a varying degree of customer 

engagement research output type and the extent to which customer research 

practitioners may have been exposed into the sample population.  

 

Secondary criteria included the managerial level, which represents a nested 

criterion of practitioner perspective. Whilst this was an important factor in the 

sample population, it was not considered necessary to strongly control this 

element of the sample. Rather, a level of variation of managerial level was 

included within each business function sampled. The same was included for a 

variation of role types. It should be noted that as it was intended to sample 

practitioners within organisations of unknown structure it was not possible to be 

specific about the potential role types, rather a variation was sufficient. Tertiary 

criteria included both gender and experience in the water sector. These factors 

were not considered to be crucial to the sample frame and were therefore 

monitored throughout the sample recruitment. 

 

Water sector sample matrix 

Table 6-3 details the hypothetical sample matrix that this study utilised in the 

recruiting of practitioners within the wider sector sample to ensure coverage of 

all main factors associated with the sample frame. The numbers in the cells 

represented the minimum number of practitioners to be recruited from that 

classification.  

Table 6-3: Water sector sample matrix 

Business 
function 

High grading 
Medium 
grading 

Low grading 

M
a
n

a
g

e
ri

a
l 

le
v
e
l 

R
o

le
 t

y
p

e
 

G
e
n

d
e
r 

E
x
p

e
ri

e
n

c
e
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n
 

s
e
c

to
r 

WASC WOC WASC WOC WASC WOC 

Customer 
engagement 

1 1 1 Mixed Mixed 

M
ix

e
d

 

M
ix

e
d

 

Regulation 1 1 1 Mixed Mixed 

Water 1 1 1 Mixed Mixed 
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resources 
planning 

Water 
(infrastructure) 

1 1 1 Mixed Mixed 

Water (non-
infrastructure) 

1 1 1 Mixed Mixed 

Wastewater 
(infrastructure) 

1  1  1  Mixed Mixed 

Wastewater 
(non-
infrastructure) 

1  1  1  Mixed Mixed 

Environment 1 1 1 Mixed Mixed 

 

As the matrix suggests, practitioners were to be recruited from water utilities 

within each grading classification providing a range of coverage with regards to 

the perceived quality of their customer engagement activities. They were to also 

be recruited across a range of different business functions within each 

classification. Diversity of managerial and role type were to be monitored for 

within each business function population, whilst gender and experience were 

mixed across the whole sample population. The total minimum sample was 

considered to be approximately twenty-four practitioners across the sector. It 

was important that the design of the sample was flexible and responsive to 

emergent themes. Therefore, if inadequacies with the sample began to occur 

the intention was to address these whilst the fieldwork was in progress. For 

example, if an area of the business that has heavily used customer engagement 

outputs that had not been included or when a saturation of findings has been 

reached.  

 

Sponsoring organisation sample matrix 

With regards to practitioners from within the sponsor organisation, it was 

decided that practitioners would be oversampled. The purpose of this approach 

facilitated an in-depth organisational view of interest to the sponsoring 

organisation. Furthermore, recognising the risks associated with attempting a 

sector-wide enquiry, it provided a ‘safety net’ if issues were encountered in 



 

 197

achieving the practitioner sample within the wider sector. The sample matrix 

design is set out in Table 6-4. It was anticipated that a minimum of fourteen 

interviews would be necessary to ensure the capture of a full range of views 

across the organisation. However, as with the wider sector sample, the sample 

size would be flexible and reactive to emergent findings.  

Table 6-4: Sponsor organisation sample matrix 

Business function 

No. of practitioners 
required 

(min) 

M
a
n

a
g
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l 
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E
x
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n

c
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n

 
s
e

c
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Customer engagement 1 Mixed Mixed 

M
ix

e
d

 

M
ix

e
d

 

Regulation 1 Mixed Mixed 

Water resources planning 2 Mixed Mixed 

Water (infrastructure) 2 Mixed Mixed 

Water (non-infrastructure) 2 Mixed Mixed 

Wastewater (infrastructure) 2 Mixed Mixed 

Wastewater (non-infrastructure) 2 Mixed Mixed 

Environment 2 Mixed Mixed 

 

Recruitment of participants was monitored against these sample matrices 

throughout the process and the categories and quota limits were reviewed and 

adjusted if recruitment difficulties were encountered. Outcomes of the 

recruitment process was recorded to identify variation from the desired sample 

frame to assist with determining the effectiveness of this sample strategy and 

potentially assist in the analysis stage of this research.  

 

6.3.5 Development of research instrument 

Two research instruments were required in this study including the recruitment 

email required to recruit the parent population; an email to recruit the secondary 

population and; the topic guide which was used by the author to structure and 

guide the content and progress of the interview. The content of the recruitment 
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emails were discussed in Section 6.3.3. The topic guide used in this study is 

available in Appendix 9E2. The Interview topic guide aimed explored the 

following eight themes with practitioners.  

a) Introduction to the aims of the research  

b) Personal characteristics of the participant 

c) Attitudes to seeking customer contributions (i.e. through the deployment of 

participative mechanisms) for use in planning and decision-making 

d) Practitioner awareness of, and involvement, in efforts to seek customer 

contributions to planning and decision-making 

e) Types of participative output exposed to and in what contexts 

f) Process by which participative outputs were used within the planning and 

decision-making 

g) Influence of participative outputs in planning and decision-making 

h) Benefits and limitations 

The use of the topic guides is a standard practice in qualitative interviewing as it 

enhances the consistency and systematic coverage of the topics discussed 

across the sample (Arthur & Nazroo, 2003). The isolation of these topics was 

based on a combination of the themes identified in the review of the literature 

detailed in Chapter 2, focusing particularly on those identified in Table A3-1 in 

Appendix A and themes needed to address the research questions. These 

themes formed the dominant structure of questioning within the interview. 

Subtopics were also identified in addition to areas for follow-up and potential 

probes. Accounting for the semi-structure nature of interviews deployed in this 

study, these were non-directive and flexible to ensure that they did not overly 

constrain the direction of interaction. Whilst this detail was included in the topic 

guide to assist the author in structuring the content and direction of the 

interview, it was kept at a high level in terms of the language and terminology to 

ensure that the author was able to focus and be responsive to the interaction 

with the participant and not solely on the following the detail of the topic guide 

(Arthur & Nazroo, 2003; Arksey & Knight, 1999). The topic guide was designed 

to facilitate an interview of approximately one hour in duration. This falls within 

the one to two hours recommended for interviews (Arthur & Nazroo, 2003). This 
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length was selected as it offered a suitable duration in which to address the 

topics covered at a reasonable depth whilst, representing a unit of time that 

would be deemed more favourable by potential participants thus maximising 

recruitment potential. The topic guide was tested prior to being deployed with 

the main sample as is discussed in Section 6.3.7.  

 

6.3.6 Deployment of fieldwork activity 

This study was undertaken in two main phases to maximise available 

opportunities, resources and time. The first phase of fieldwork was conducted 

within the sponsor organisation. This provided the opportunity to gain 

confidence with the research instrument in an organisational setting that was 

relatively familiar before being deployed in the wider sector. Furthermore, this 

phased approach provided an extended period of time in which to recruit and 

secure participants from variant water utility organisations across the sector. It 

also provided flexibility as to the scheduling of the interviews to ensure that they 

suited the availability of participants. The second phase of the fieldwork was 

then intended to begin following the completion of phase one. The intention of 

phase two was, where possible to geographically cluster interview opportunities 

to ensure efficient time management.  

 

Venues were to be selected in collaboration with the participant to ensure that it 

suited their convenience. In the case of the participants in the sponsor 

organisation, where the author was based, it was intended that interviews would 

be conducted at their office. Acknowledging the need to address power 

imbalances in qualitative interviewing, the small literature on this issue was 

considered. For participants based in water utilities in the wider sector, the 

mode by which the interview was conducted was to be determined by the 

participant with potential options including face-to-face interviews, telephone or 

Skype interviews. The literature presents a mixed perspective of the merits of 

each method. Some argue that face-to-face interviews are preferable due to the 
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potential for loss of non-verbal data; loss of contextual data; and loss of 

distortion of verbal data identify and respond to non-verbal cues (Novick, 2008). 

Whilst this raises some concerns, others have argued that telephone interviews 

represent a credible alternative to face-to-face interviewing generating the 

collection of comparably rich and in-depth data whilst offering improved access 

to disparate geographical locations (Sturges & Hanrahan, 2004) It is 

acknowledged that the use of differing methodologies for the deployment may 

promote differing levels of power imbalance between author and participant, 

particularly with those participants recruited from water utilities in the wider 

sector whereby pre-existing relationships are less likely thus increasing the 

hierarchical nature of the power relationships (Creswell, 2013). It is necessary 

to accept that these power imbalances do exist, particularly in organisational 

research. A strong focus on building rapport at the start and throughout the 

interview in addition to avoiding leading questions is anticipated to be beneficial 

in reducing the potential effects of power imbalances (Creswell, 2013).  

 

6.3.7 Development of the pilot study 

The research instrument was trialled to determine its suitability for use in this 

study. The pilot study was conducted with research participants from the 

sponsoring organisation in late February 2014. Given the relatively small 

sample population for this study, it was determined that a comprehensive pilot 

study may pose a risk that transcripts from potentially knowledgeable and 

forthcoming participants are rejected from the study. An alternative approach 

was, therefore, to undertake pilot testing with two practitioners within the 

sponsoring organisation to trial the suitability of the language, themes, structure 

and duration of the topic guide prior to being deployed. Only one of these 

sessions was recorded. The outputs of the recorded trial were included in the 

analysis of the main research phase as the amendments made to the topic 

guide as a result of this pilot phase reduced the level of structuring and 

maintained the substantive themes. These trials identified five issues with the 

topic guide in its original format. Importantly, the duration was considerably in 
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excess of the specified one hour thus requiring a number of modifications to 

reduce the content in a way that would not compromise the quality and depth of 

the interview response. The following amendments were made: 

a) The amalgamation of two sections including one that explored attitudes to 

seeking customer contributions, and one exploring attitudes to the use of 

customer contributions. Participants tended to talk interchangeably about 

seeking and using customer contributions thus the amalgamation of these 

sections was considered not to affect the quality of responses.  

b) A section relating to practitioner awareness and involvement in seeking 

customer contributions was altered to reflect a more open questioning style, 

as the previous themes were considered to be too focused restricting the 

direction of participants views  

c) A number of sub-topics were removed as it provided excessive structure and 

prevented flow of interaction. They were instead re-defined as potential 

probes which increased author flexibility 

d) Reduced the use of abstract themes that had been taken from the literature 

and instead re-framed questions to capture this information in a less direct 

way 

e) Some areas were considered to be repetitive and were therefore removed 

As has been outlined, the study trial was conducted within the sponsoring 

organisation accounting for the increased accessibility of the participant sample 

within the sponsoring organisation. Thus, if major changes were required then a 

reasonably sized sample was still available for recruitment if necessary despite 

the loss of pilot study respondents. Furthermore, it was anticipated that, whilst 

there would be some contextual factors to be accommodated, if the topic guide 

was successful at eliciting the views of practitioners in the sponsor organisation 

then there should be no major issues with its deployment in the wider sector. 

The resulting topic guide is provided in Appendix 9E2. 
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6.3.8 Timing of this fieldwork activity 

Section 3.4.3 outlined the rationale for the timing of this study in the context of 

the wider regulatory landscape of the water sector and in the context of the 

thesis in terms of its ability to address the research questions. The main 

fieldwork activity took place between March and April 2014. This accounted for 

Business Plan submission in Mid December 2013, holiday periods, the 

recruitment phase and the deployment of the pilot study.  

 

6.3.9 Data collection and analysis 

This section outlines the approach adopted for the collection of the data 

generated by this fieldwork activity. Each interview was audio-recorded allowing 

the author to remain focused on the participant and the development of effective 

follow up questions and probes. It also ensured the accuracy of data collected 

enabling specific language, hesitations and tonal variations to be captured 

(Legard et al., 2003). Furthermore, it limits signals from the interviewer to 

participants regarding the level of interest in their response, unlike note taking 

(Legard et al., 2003). It served the additional purpose of ensuring a full and 

detailed transcript was generated facilitating in-depth and accurate data 

analysis (Patton, 2002). It was acknowledged that the use of audio recording 

might provoke unease in some participants (Grey, 2009). However, consent 

was sought both in the recruitment stage and re-iterated at the start of each 

interview to ensure that the participant agreed to this arrangement. Participants 

were reassured as to the anonymity and confidentiality of their contribution and 

that they could refuse to answer or withdraw from the study at any time. The 

audio-recording data was tested prior to the commencement of each interview 

to ensure the equipment was operational and to reduce the likelihood of 

equipment failure.  

 

Audio data from each interview was digitally captured as a MP3 file. Using 

Dragon Dictate software, the author manually verbatim transcribed each audio-
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file into a Microsoft Word document. Non-verbal and background sounds were 

not transcribed, as they were not considered to be relevant to the analysis in 

this study. A standardised template was adopted in the generation of each 

transcript to assist in the ease of comparison between participants. Author 

speech was emboldened to distinguish it from that of the participant. The 

generation of the transcripts was an incredibly time intensive exercise with each 

hour of recording resulting in between six to eight hours of transcription. The 

adoption of an author-generated transcription approach, as opposed to the use 

of a professional transcription service, was motivated by the need to ensure the 

generation of high quality transcripts. The use of a transcription service may 

have saved time, however, it would have resulted in the need for extensive 

sense checking by the author. The author’s direct involvement in the interview 

process, and the tendency for practitioners to use sector specific language and 

terminology, were considered to add to the rationale for the author-led 

approach. It also served to be a valuable exercise in terms of re-familiarising the 

author with the data from each interview (Grey, 2009). An example transcript is 

provided in Appendix 9E3. The full set of transcripts can be provided if required.   

 

6.3.10 Data analysis 

The literature reveals many approaches to the analysis of qualitative data that 

are associated with specific approaches and qualitative traditions including 

grounded theory (Strauss & Corbin, 1998; Glaser & Strauss, 1967); Content 

analysis (Robson, 2002); Discourse analysis (Tonkiss, 2000) or phenomenology 

(Smith & Osborn, 2008). The analysis of this research used a Framework 

approach (Ritchie et al., 2003) reflecting a ‘general inductive approach’ to 

qualitative data analysis (Thomas, 2006). This approach, developed by the 

National Centre for Social Research, facilitates rigorous and transparent data 

management from the initial identification of themes within the data through to 

the development of explanations based on the findings from the data (Spencer 

et al., 2003). The analysis of the data generated by this a study was a six-stage 

manual process. Computational analysis tools (such as Nvivo) were not utilised 
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in the analysis of this study. With the author having no previous experience in 

using these types of tools, it was considered to be infeasible within the 

timeframe of this study to develop the competencies to use this skill to a level 

high enough to ensure the generation of high quality outputs. A manual 

approach to the data analysis was therefore adopted and the stages of the 

thematic Framework approach (Ritchie et al., 2003) adopted have been 

summarised below.  

Data cleaning 

The first stage of data analysis was the cleaning of the raw data, which was 

necessary to ensure the accuracy of the transcribed data relative to the audio 

recording and facilitate the transfer of quality data throughout subsequent 

stages of data analysis. This involved a five stage process including:  

a) The checking of transcript labelling of each transcript relative to each 

audio-recording 

b) Reading each transcript in full whilst listening to the audio-recording 

c) Cases of spelling errors, mis-transcription (i.e. where the dictation 

software has mis-interpreted the authors dictation and inserted incorrect 

words) were identified and highlighted in the transcription text 

d) Highlighted areas of the transcripts were then cross-checked with the 

original audio-recordings and amended to reflect verbatim the original 

recordings 

e) Spot checks were then undertaken on each transcript as a final quality 

check.  

Identification of initial themes 

As part of the second stage of analysis, each transcript was read in full to 

enable the research to fully engage with the themes of the interview responses. 

In doing this, the author noted key themes that were emerging from the data. 

These themes were then used to develop a thematic framework, which can be 

found in Appendix 9E4. The data generated from this study was used to answer 

two research questions each with a different focus. It was decided, therefore, to 

group these themes into broader topics reflecting both the main themes in the 
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topic guide and key themes in the public participation evaluation and knowledge 

management literatures. This approach represented the most effective method 

by which to structure the data to achieve the dual and complementary purpose 

of addressing each research question. The central themes in the thematic 

framework were: Attitudes to customer contributions (captured through the use 

of participative mechanisms); seeking customer contributions (i.e. the design 

and deployment of participative mechanisms); using customer contributions; 

influence of customer contributions; and success indicators. Sub themes were 

assigned to each central theme and assigned a reference number for use in the 

next stage of analysis.  

Application of thematic framework to interview data 

In this stage of analysis the thematic framework was applied to the interview 

transcripts. Each sentence was reviewed to establish its contribution and 

significance relative to the themes present within the framework and then 

labelled with the theme reference. This allowed easy reference to each 

occurrence of the theme within the context it was delivered assisting in the later 

stages of analysis. This process also identified four modifications of the 

thematic framework to improve its suitability to the interview data.  

Thematic sorting and summary of the interview data 

This stage of analysis used the indexed interview data as a tool to sort this into 

themes, which provided the opportunity for more in-depth analysis across within 

each theme. A thematic chart was used to structure this stage of data analysis 

(Ritchie et al., 2003). An example of a section of the thematic chart used in this 

analysis is available in Appendix 9E5. A chart was developed for each thematic 

category and detailed the sub-themes that underpin it. For each transcript, the 

occurrence of each sub-theme was summarised keeping as much of the 

language as possible and a page reference provided for ease of reference back 

to the transcript.  
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Detection, classification and categorisation 

Within each theme the range of perceptions, views, experiences and 

behaviours were identified providing an insight into the dimensions that 

underpin each theme. These dimensions were then analysed to understand the 

extent to which broader categories or classifications could be identified within 

these dimensions.  

Development of associations and explanations 

The research questions that this study intended to address were then used to 

structure the inquiry and interrogation of these categories and classifications in 

order to establish a response.  

The analysis of practitioner attitudes to the purpose, importance and value of 

public participation was of particular interest in understanding the clarity of 

practitioner motivations. This required additional analysis whereby the 

responses to this set of questions posed in the topic guide were categorised 

and counted across the whole sample population to generate an understanding 

of the range and extent of the views held. It was possible to associate these 

responses to the rationales for participation discussed in Section 2.1.1. The 

frequency of occurrences of each rationale was recorded to generate an insight 

into the relative dominance of responses reflecting each motivation. Whilst 

acknowledging that numerical representation of data generated thematic 

content analysis is unorthodox (Lewis & Ritchie, 2003), this approach was 

justified on the basis that it was reflective of approaches adopted by Wesselink 

et al. (2011); and Bickerstaff & Walker, (2001) in understanding rationales for 

public participation in different sectors and fields. 

 

Strategies employed to ensure the rigour and quality of the data analysis 

method used is outlined in Section 3.5 and outlined in 9B2. 
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6.4 Results 

6.4.1 Effectiveness of the recruitment strategy 

This study, as outlined in Section 6.3, intended to recruit practitioners from both 

within the sponsoring organisation and from water utilities across the water 

sector in England and Wales. The purpose being to gain a greater 

understanding as to the purpose practitioners associate with participative 

approaches to planning and decision-making but also to better understand the 

knowledge management practices water utilities across the sector deployed in 

using the outputs generated from participative approaches.  

 

This study achieved mixed success with regards to achieving the rate of 

recruitment in relation to the anticipated recruitment rate. Addressing first the 

recruitment rates within the sponsoring organisation, the achieved sample 

population reflected a balance of practitioners across different business 

functions, managerial roles and years’ experience. Anticipated practitioner 

characteristics and overall number of participants was not achieved, however, it 

is still considered to be capable of providing a rich insight into practitioner views 

and experiences within the organisation. A study by Van Wyk et al., (2008) 

utilised a smaller sample size of nine practitioner semi-structured interviews. 

Table 6-5 outlines the achieved sample.  

Table 6-5: Achieved sample population 

Ref. Date 
Business 
function 

Anticipated 
sample 

Achieved 
sample 

Managerial 
status 

M / F 
Years 
in 
sector 

813_
0014 

12/03/
2014 

Customer 
engagement 

1 1 Mid - level M 1 

813_
0012 

10/3/2
014 

Regulation 1 2 

Senior F 26 

813_
0015 

13/3/2
014 

Mid-level F 8 

813_
0013 

11/03/
2014 Water 

(infrastructure) 
2 2 

Senior M 8 

813_
0011 

21/02/
2014 

Analyst M 4 
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813_
0020 

18/03/
2014 

Water (non-
infrastructure) 

2 1 Senior F 24 

813_
0023 

10/04/
2014 

Wastewater 
(infrastructure) 

2 1 Senior M 20 

813_
0016 

13/3/2
014 Wastewater 

(non-
infrastructure) 

2 2 

Senior F 15 

813_
0021 

24/3/2
014 

Analyst F 7 

813_
0019 

17/03/
2014 

Environment 2 1 Mid - level M 14 

813_
0022 

26/03/
2014 Water 

resources 
2 2 

Senior F 9 

813_
0017 

14/3/2
014 

Senior M 9 

 

A further seven practitioners within the sponsor organisation were invited by 

email to participate in this study. This initial participation selection took into 

account that a 100 per cent recruitment would not be achieved. Six of these 

practitioners did not respond to the email invitation. The email was re-sent to 

the participants two weeks later in order to attempt to stimulate a response. 

However, no response was received from five of these practitioners. As a result 

it is not possible to establish their reasons for non-participation. One participant 

did respond. However, it was outside the period of main fieldwork and thus the 

offer of participation was not accepted. The remaining practitioner declined to 

be involved in the study as they felt that they did not have the required 

experience and understanding to be able to participate. A recruitment rate of 

85% was therefore achieved relative to the anticipated sample. Recruitment 

within the wider sector was largely unsuccessful. One water utility responded to 

this request but was cautious to commit too many resources to the study due to 

the high workload that the Ofwat risk based review had generated. No response 

was received from the remaining water utilities approached. The lack of 

response was followed up with a further invite to participate to alternative key 

contacts in each organisation. However, this recruitment approach was also 

unsuccessful. At this stage, it was necessary to reconsider this phase of the 

study. The clearly demonstrable increased workload associated with the 
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outcome of Ofwat’s risk based approach, the increasingly political nature of the 

sector at this time, coupled with the growing pressures this study was placing 

on the timeline of this research meant that a decision had to be made with 

regards to the continuation of this element of the study. On reflection, it was 

decided that the aim to capture the views of participants in the wider sector 

would be abandoned and, instead, the study would focus solely on the 

response of those practitioners already interviewed (i.e. those within the 

sponsoring organisation). The results presented in the remainder of this chapter 

thus represent the views of practitioners in the sponsoring organisation only.  

 

The scope of the research objectives as set out in Table 2-7 necessitated a 

study that facilitated the exploration of water utility practitioner’s views from 

across the water sector in England and Wales. However, as Section 6.4.1 has 

outlined, whilst the recruitment strategy was successful in gaining access to 

twelve practitioners within one water utility (the sponsoring organisation), 

unfortunately it failed to secure access to practitioners within other water utilities 

in the water sector in England and Wales. The failure to capture the views of 

practitioners across a range of water utilities has prevented this study from 

generating the sector-scale insight necessary to fully address the research 

questions and research objectives of this thesis. It has, however, generated 

insight which addresses each research question but at an organisational-scale. 

The findings from this study are, therefore, organisation-specific and caution 

would be promoted in generalising from them more broadly. However, whilst 

Section 8.4 makes a case for further sector-wide research on this issue, the 

findings generated from this study provide a useful starting point in 

understanding how water utility practitioners in the regulated England and 

Wales water sector perceive the purpose of customer engagement and how 

these views have manifested in the knowledge management practices adopted 

within the organisation in the PR14 planning and decision-making context. In 

doing so, it identified pragmatic and regulatory barriers to the institutionalisation 

of public participation (or customer engagement) for water and wastewater 
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service delivery and questioned the extent of the contribution that water utilities 

participatory planning and decision-making practices, in their current state, will 

go towards the achieving the anticipated benefits of its introduction. The results 

of this study were presented to the sponsoring organisation with attendance 

from across the organisation including several of those who were interviewed as 

part of this study. Positive feedback was received and the author was asked to 

put forward a set of recommendations to be taken forward with the Director of 

Corporate Affairs.  

 

The remainder of this chapter is structured around the analysis and discussion 

of the results generated for each research theme addressed in this study a) 

motivations for public participation in water utility planning and decision-making 

and b) knowledge management practices.  

 

6.5 Motivations for public participation in Water Utility 
planning and decision-making 

6.5.1 Analysis of results 

Section 6.3.10 outlined the approach adopted in the analysis of participant 

responses. The interview questions sought to generate an understanding of 

practitioner’s attitudes towards public participation in water utility planning and 

decision-making. Responses relating to the purpose, the importance and value 

of public participation were of particular focus in understanding practitioner 

views as to the motivations for it adoption. These responses were categorised 

across the whole sample population to generate an understanding of the range 

and extent of views held. It was possible to associate these responses to the 

rationales for participation discussed in Section 2.1.1. Table 6-6 below 

demonstrates some examples participant responses for each of the identified 

rationales. The frequency of occurrences of each rationale was recorded to 

generate an insight into the relative dominance of responses reflecting each 

motivation. This approach reflects those similarly adopted by Wesselink et al., 
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(2011); and Bickerstaff & Walker, (2001) in understanding rationales for public 

participation in different sectors and fields. Table 6-7 details the distribution of 

rationales over the entire sample.  

Table 6-6 Examples of rationale characterisation 

Rationale Verbatim examples from transcripts 

Normative “We have a social obligation…we need to take the views of these 
customers into account because, you know, they don’t have an 
alternative, they can’t go and buy something from somewhere else..” 
(813_012 p1) 

Substantive “…I can sit at my desk and think that everybody should think like I do 
and this should work but you don’t actually know until you go out and 
start speaking to people and you find out that nobody thinks the 
same as you” (813_022 p1) 

 

“…so I guess there is something there about striking balance and I 
think, to some degree, having the customer input is a good 
counterbalance to regulators and stakeholders who often have 
political agendas particularly on the environmental side.” (813_017 
p1) 

Instrumental “…getting the evidence to back up what we think they [the 
customers] think” (813_015 p1) 

 

“By asking the customer we are demonstrating that what we are 
doing has got their support “ (813_011 p1) 

Legalistic “We've done things because the regulators have wanted us to take 
those particular boxes and try to do the right things as far as we can 
understand compared to what the regulator said we wanted you to 
be doing.” (813_014 p2) 

 

“ ... now yes we’ve been led to it like it we were being led to a trough. 
We were led to it by Ofwat, whether or not we’d have actually done it 
if it wasn’t part of the PR process, I suspect not” (813_013 p2) 

 

Each of the four rationales expressed in the theoretical literature were found in 

practitioner responses, albeit to varying extents. Participants appeared to hold 

multiple perspectives and were therefore associated with multiple rationales 

throughout their responses. Instrumental rationales were by far the most 

dominant rationale for the purpose of public participation in water sector 

planning and decision-making followed by legalistic rationales. Responses 

related to substantive and normative rationales were rarely observed. 
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Table 6-7: Distribution of rationales over the entire sample population 

 Rationales 

Normative Substantive Instrumental Legalistic 

 
Business area     

Water 
infrastructure 

0 0 11 5 

Water non-
infrastructure 

0 0 4 1 

Water resources 0 5 11 4 

Wastewater 
infrastructure 

0 1 4 0 

Wastewater non-
infrastructure 

0 1 8 0 

Environment 0 1 6 1 

Regulation 2 0 11 5 

Customer 
engagement 

0 1 3 2 

 
Managerial level     

Analyst 0 0 14 3 

Mid-level 0 2 17 8 

Senior 2 7 27 7 

 

Practitioner responses most commonly reflected instrumental rationales; where 

the purpose of public participation was that it was needed to develop strategies 

and plans that are well evidenced. In this context, public participation was 

considered to serve a range of purposes, which can be grouped around six key 

factors:  

a) It collects information about the views, preferences and priorities of water 

customers that would otherwise have been assumed as part of the planning 

and decision-making process  

b) It facilitates the improved programme development including the enhanced 

prioritisation, targeting and sizing of investment proposals better reflecting 

customer affordability and investment priorities.  
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c) It provides an evidenced justification and validation of water utility planning 

and decision-making proposals enabling plans to stand up to scrutiny 

d) It allows water utilities to demonstrate that it has conducted an effective 

process 

e) It educates customers about the activities of the water utility 

f) It is a political tool both internally in terms of fostering internal buy-in to 

strategy proposals but also externally in gaining stakeholder buy-in and 

suppressing negative external views.  

Practitioners often referenced that the purpose of customer engagement / public 

participation was in order to meet regulatory requirements set by Ofwat. This 

reflected legalistic rationales for public participation. These rationales were 

often found in combination with instrumental rationales providing additional 

context around their views. Practitioners frequently referred to water utilities 

motivation for public participation as being because they were told to do it or 

that it allowed them to get through the Price Review. Some practitioners went 

as far as to suggest that it would not have been done had there not been a 

regulatory driver there. Additional comments suggested that it was tokenistic, as 

it does not represent Business as Usual; it does not endure outside of the Price 

Review process. It is thus a reflection of the increased importance placed on 

public participation by Ofwat. Some practitioners identify the fact that, unlike 

other utility sectors, water utilities have a legacy of being dependant on 

regulators for direction, which perhaps underpins these perspectives.  

 

Practitioner responses rarely reflected substantive rationales for public 

participation. The few examples that were observed identified the benefits it 

provided in terms of gaining a greater understanding of the views of customers 

providing a real insight into their preferences and views. This is distinct from the 

collection of information perspective that has been discussed as part of the 

commentary on instrumental rationales as here practitioners associate the 

benefit with the additional knowledge and understanding gained and not the 

benefit to the process as a result of it. Some practitioners also associated public 
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participation with providing a complementary focus for historically asset-focused 

planning and decision-making. Furthermore, it could counterbalance the views 

of stakeholders and external political pressures.  

 

Only two responses across the analysis of the entire sample population 

reflected normative rationales. Here public participation was considered to be a 

social obligation given the regional monopoly service provision meaning that 

customers cannot choose their supplier. This view was further substantiated by 

the view that whilst water utilities represent private organisations they deliver a 

public service.  

 

Whilst not associated with particular rationales for public participation. 

Practitioner made explicit references to the development of the role of public 

participation relative to entrenched practices that became clearer over the 

duration of the Business Plan development. Explicit references to the 

importance of public participation in planning and decision-making reflected 

similar patterns. Practitioners considered the importance of public participation 

to be higher where there were no statutory obligations whereby practitioners 

then had to manage two sometimes conflicting perspectives albeit one with a 

legal driver. Here they found that customer contributions were a complication. 

This will be discussed further in Section 6.6, but provides an insight into the 

difficulties experienced by practitioners with respect to plurality of perspectives. 

The importance of public participation was also considered to be more explicit 

at more senior roles in the organisation and very much role-dependant. It was 

considered to be an area that was important to differentiate between water 

utilities further illustrating the regulatory –focused mind-set.  

 

Practitioner responses revealed a mixed view with respect to the value they 

placed on public participation in water utility planning and decision-making. It 

was considered to not represent business as usual, which substantiates 
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instrumental and legalistic rationales. Furthermore, many practitioners related 

slight disappointment with the discontinuity interpreted as being displayed by 

Ofwat with respect to the focus on customer engagement as a central feature of 

water utility planning and decision-making, in particular following the release of 

Ofwat’s Risk Based Review outputs. Practitioners felt that their efforts in this 

respect had been to little end. This also reveals an entrenched dependence on 

Ofwat for direction with practitioners questioning the extent of its worth based 

on this one factor. Others did not value public participation characterising 

customers as disengaged and possessing a limited understanding. Others felt 

there was a conflict of interest as customers only wanted low-cost investment, 

which could impact their strategy development and ‘pet projects’ and also 

conflicting messages from customers, which made it difficult to use.  

 

As this study aimed to address the research objective concerned with the clarity 

of motivation within the organisation, it was important to understand the 

distribution of views relative to the practitioner characteristics of the sample 

population. Table 6-7 attempts to reflect this disaggregation relative to different 

characteristics of the participants including: business function; management 

rank which were primary and secondary characteristics that were recruited as 

part of the purposive sampling approach outlined in Section 6.4.1.  

 

Analysing the distribution of perspectives across the different business functions 

within the organisation reflects some interesting patterns. Firstly, practitioners 

within water infrastructure and water non-infrastructure functions dominant 

perspectives appear to most reflect instrumental and legalistic rationales. The 

perspectives of those in Water Resources functions also appear to reflect 

similar dominance. However, the categorisation of some responses as 

substantive set this particular function apart from their water colleagues. 

Practitioners in Environmental and Customer Engagement functions reflect 

similar perspectives. Wastewater infrastructure and non-infrastructure 

practitioner perspectives also display similarly instrumental characteristics. 
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However, they do not exhibit the same tendency towards legalistic perspectives 

as in other functions. Instead, revealing a greater prevalence of substantive 

perspectives. Regulatory business functions stood out as the only function to 

display normative perspectives. Potential explanations for these findings revolve 

around the scope of potential impact; nature of the role relative to exposure to 

customer views; extent of regulatory intervention; direct exposure to 

government policy.  

 

Reflecting on the influence of managerial level also provides an interesting 

insight. Those nearer the lower level of the managerial hierarchy (i.e. such as 

analysts) appear to hold predominantly instrumental and legalistic perspectives 

of the function of public participation. This potentially reflects their exposure to 

more procedural issues and less exposure to decisions around responses and 

the nuances of quality discussions. The higher up the managerial hierarchy 

practitioners are the more substantive and normative rationales are observed. It 

is difficult to definitively identify causes of these patterns. One potential 

explanation is that the interview responses analysed in the context of senior 

managers reflect to some degree a rhetoric response; they are more likely to 

have been directly engaging around regulatory issues and less involved in the 

day-to-day application of customer knowledge. It is hoped that through the 

deployment of effective interview technique, the frequency of rhetoric type 

responses was reduced.  

 

6.5.2 Discussion 

Motivational clarity, or ‘intentionality’ has been described by Wesselink et al. 

(2011) and (Stirling, 2006) as crucial in influencing the choices made throughout 

the deployment of participatory planning and decision-making. The motivations 

of individual practitioners or, more broadly, their organisations for seeking to 

involve the public or stakeholders, or in the case of this study water customers, 

represents the main driver for the determination of the choices made with 
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respect to the design and deployment of the participatory interaction and how 

the resulting knowledge functions to achieve the benefits anticipated. Using an 

example from Section 1.2.1 to illustrate this point, if the water utility is motivated 

to adopt participatory practices to better understand factors influencing 

customer adoption of water efficiency behaviours so as to design more effective 

strategies and campaigns to promote sustainable behaviour change, a water 

utility could be argued to be motivated by a desire to genuinely seek the publics 

views and opinions and thus would need to design a process that facilitate the 

realisation of these aims. If the water utility was also seeking to gain public 

acceptability for the introduction of a new effluent reuse scheme, it is driven by 

different motivations; it seeks to resolve potential conflicts that pose a threat to 

the viability of the scheme and validate a pre-determined proposal. One would 

not expect the same design choices, decisions and resulting knowledge 

functions to be the same in each case.  

 

The literature presents a small set of studies that have empirically explored the 

presence of Fiorino’s (1990) rationales in practitioner discourse for the purpose 

of public participation in context of environmental policy (Wesselink et al., 

2011); local transport planning (Bickerstaff & Walker, 2001); river basin planning 

(Blackstock & Richards, 2007) and electricity network infrastructure (Cotton & 

Devine-Wright, 2012). This study provides a novel contribution to this field 

through the empirical exploration of practitioner rationales for the purpose of 

public participation in a water utility in England and Wales. In addition, the 

findings provide a timely industrial contribution as, with the PR14 process now 

over, there is an opportunity to reflect on the success (or not) of the embedment 

of greater customer focus within the regulatory framework in England and 

Wales and the extent to which the motivations for its introduction were 

achieved.  

 

This findings generated in this study have provided empirical confirmation for 

the presence of Fiorino’s (1990) normative, substantive and instrumental 
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rationales in the views of practitioners operating in a water utility within the 

regulatory framework of England and Wales. It has also provided evidence to 

suggest the presence of legalistic rationales as distinct from instrumental 

rationales, providing support for the view that these represent a distinct 

viewpoint as was posed by Wesselink et al. (2011).  

 

Whilst evidence for the presence of all rationales has been generated in this 

study, the evidence has suggested the dominance of instrumental rationales for 

public participation or, as it has been termed by Ofwat, customer engagement. 

Here practitioners discussed that the purpose of customer engagement was to 

facilitate the development of strategies and a business plan that was well 

evidenced and that would stand up to scrutiny. This study also observed, 

although to a slightly lesser extent, that practitioners reasoned that engaging 

with customers facilitated them being able to demonstrate compliance with 

regulatory requirements set out by Ofwat. This clearly aligns with a legalistic 

rational for customer engagement in water utility planning and decision-making. 

Evidence for the presence of substantive and normative rationales was 

generated and found that these positions were rarely used to describe the 

purpose of customer engagement. Where substantive reasoning was 

demonstrated, these rationales were held by practitioners whose field 

provisioned greater current or future interaction with the customer compared to 

other functional areas of the water utility. For example, practitioners in Water 

Resources Management functions who engage with customers about water 

saving behaviours whereby co-generation of knowledge with customers 

represents a positive approach to reducing demand. Alternatively, those in 

Wastewater infrastructure teams who may need to explore sustainable solutions 

to hydraulic sewer flooding. In these cases, practitioners appeared to value the 

additional of customer knowledge and the non-asset centric perspective that it 

provided. Normative rationales for customer engagement were rare and 

reflected that customers, as recipients of a monopoly water and wastewater 

service, have a right to be engaged about the services they receive.  
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The organisational scale of this study constrains the extent to which the findings 

generated can be stated as representative of practitioners across the water 

sector in England and Wales. However, the dominance of instrumental and 

legalistic rationales for customer engagement (or public participation) represent 

comparable findings to those generated across a range of other sectors. The 

commensurability of these findings with those generated by similar studies but 

in different contexts provides some confidence to the veracity of the findings 

generated by this study.  

 

The motivations of practitioners observed in this study provide insight into the 

benefits that they expect to gain from customer engagement; in this case 

predominantly the generation of strategies and business plans that were well 

evidenced with customer support which would support the water utility through 

the PR14 determination process. Using the logic argued in the literature that 

motivational clarity determines the choices made by practitioners and the 

organisation (Stirling, 2006), it stands to reason that, upon scrutiny, the 

practices they adopt for the acquisition and application of customer knowledge 

in their planning and decision-making would reflect their dominant motivations 

facilitating the achievement of their anticipated benefits. In other words, do the 

practices adopted by practitioners and more broadly the organisation 

demonstrate motivational clarity? 

 

In addition to exploring the motivations for customer engagement in water 

utilities, this study explored the practices adopted by the organisation for the 

management of customer knowledge in the PR14 planning and decision-making 

process. This has allowed an assessment of motivational clarity as expressed 

through the organisational practices adopted. This represents a novel 

contribution to the knowledge 
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Evidence for motivational clarity as a driver for organisational practices 

The study identified seven distinct phases of the organisations approach to 

participatory planning and decision-making reflecting similar phases to those 

outlined by Involve (2005) and in Figure 2.1The examination of these practices, 

using the instrumental and legalistic motivations as a reference point for the 

choices made, has found that the influence of these rationales is demonstrable 

in the practices adopted.  

 

The organisations approach to defining its practices for the management of 

customer engagement within the Price Review planning and decision-making 

process was demonstrated as being contingent on the dissemination of Ofwat’s 

reporting requirements. Practitioners outlined the primary reporting 

requirements that obligated the acquisition of customer knowledge, which 

included the deployment of WTP and Acceptability Testing activities and 

collaborative definition of organisational Outcomes. Ofwat’s requirement for the 

use of the these approaches was set in the context of a need for broader 

customer engagement but was not prescriptive as to what water utilities should 

engage on or how water utilities should manage the knowledge generated from 

these additional activities (Ofwat, 2011). The influence of Ofwat’s requirements 

on the organisations planning and decision-making practices was clearly 

demonstrated by one practitioner: 

“Now, yes we have been led to it, it was like being led to a trough. We 

were led to it by Ofwat, whether or not we’d have actually done it if it 

wasn't part of the price review process I suspect not. We are an asset 

management company, an engineering company, what we do is pour 

concrete and laying mains” (813_013 p2) 

One practitioner expressed similarly legalistic reasoning: 

“…at the end of the day, it's the regulator who makes the decisions 

about the price review, who makes the decisions about what they are 

going to take account of, what they're not going to take account of, in 
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terms of what goes into increasing their determination; and the focus 

is on the things that the regulators interested in. So, yes, if in five 

years time the regulators aren’t very interested in customer challenge 

groups, they go well that didn't really work very well, or whatever, then 

nobody will be doing that, they will be doing whatever the next new 

thing is. It's a sad thing to say, sorry, I wish it wasn't like that, but at 

the end of the day they let you set the prices so they effectively they 

are the Paymaster.” (813_012 p6) 

 

The findings suggest that the activities deployed by the organisation were 

strongly defined by the reporting requirements set out by Ofwat and leading to 

the design and deployment of multiple customer engagement activities. As 

Table E7-1 set out, these included both regulatory and non-regulatory driven 

engagement activities and spanned a range of different mechanism types (i.e. 

communication, consultation and participation). Focusing on the fifteen 

consultative or participative activities outlined, seven of the activities were 

aligned to seeking WTP, Acceptability Testing or the definition of Outcomes. 

The further seven activities were aligned to the development of the Water 

Resources Management Plan which, whilst it forms a part of the organisations 

Business Plan, is generated separately. These findings clearly demonstrate that 

the organisations choices with respect to the overall acquisition of customer 

knowledge were aligned to its motivation for providing well evidenced plans and 

demonstrating that the use of mechanisms required by Ofwat. Those activities 

aligned to water saving devices however reflected a substantive need to gain a 

better understanding of customer views: 

“if you're doing a campaign to reduce demands then it has got to be 

customer driven because I can sit at my desk and think that everybody 

should think like I do and this should work, but you don’t actually know 

until you go out and start speaking to people and you find out that 

nobody thinks the same as you. And what you think might work often 

has the opposite effect” (813_020 p1) 
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The findings demonstrate that the two dominant areas for the application of 

customer knowledge were in Outcome Delivery Planning and in the Investment 

Plan development. These processes required only the knowledge generated 

through WTP or acceptability testing activities; those activities that were 

required by Ofwat. Practitioner frequently discussed this purpose of Customer 

knowledge using terms such as ‘validate’ ‘evidence’ ‘justifying’ ‘or rationalising’. 

Whilst some practitioners stated that they felt that customer knowledge perhaps 

should play a greater role in ‘shaping’ plans it was acknowledged that the extent 

of influence that customers were provided in water utility decision-making was 

actually very small and therefore precludes a ‘shaping function’: 

There are pinning points that you have to get for example, if Ofwat say 

WACC is low, the DWI saying you must sort out lead, the environment 

agency saying you must sort out Ennerdale. You have these rigid 

pinning points, and they are the pinning points for example pinning 

down a trampoline. The customer engagement is a force that is 

exerting a stretch on that, where the customers wanted it. As it gets 

more and more tightly stretched there is much less elasticity in the 

system to reflect what the customer wants so therefore you go back to 

how do we satisfy all these fixed criteria and the customer 

engagement stuff is more of a luxury or a nice to have. (813_011 p4) 

 

Customer knowledge that did not provision Outcome Delivery Planning or 

Investment Plan development was reported by practitioners to have been 

applied primarily within the business plan chapter text and thus performed little 

role in actual planning and decision-making contexts. One practitioner 

described the approach to application of customer knowledge: 

“…I think the methodologies drove down the numbers because Ofwat 

worked examples used the WTP data to calculate your ODI, so I don't 

think that was an option really we had to use those…But maybe I was 
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just cherry picking bits [of qualitative activity outputs] but surely that's 

what it was for really, to support the business case.” (813_020 p10) 

 

The unstructured approach to the use of non-regulatory driven customer 

engagement outputs was similarly described by another practitioner: 

“so we had vox pops, well not vox pops, but evidence from the 

research that we could throw in to the plan if the word count permitted 

we could chuck it in and that would, be would be fine. But, 

unfortunately, there were bits of research that we can’t just chuck in 

because that wasn't necessarily a great niche to put it into. There 

were bits that wasn't used. But the persuasive bits we could chuck-in.” 

(813_015 p11) 

 

This study also provided insight into the level of influence that the practices 

adopted by the organisation privileged customer knowledge. As perhaps 

expected, the main areas of influence were in Outcome Delivery Planning and 

Investment Plan development. The main thrust of the influence was that 

customer knowledge influenced water utility practitioners to modify their plans to 

better reflect the extent to which they valued improvement and the price 

implications of these investments. The extent of influence was predominantly 

considered to be large, which reflects the extent to which organisation changed 

their plans in order to be able to evidence customer support. One practitioner 

operating in a water function stated:  

 “If you look at what we were planning to do at the beginning [of PR14 

process] and look what we've planned to do at the end, at least for 

water you can see it's a massive difference. We had all of these 

strategic proposals to, you know, to almost perfection on water quality 

and all of these things that would have cost more and, probably 

halfway through the process, and in response to, principally the 

acceptability testing, we changed that. We've gone to very much a, we 
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will maintain service and will try to have extra performance where it 

doesn't cost anything to the customer. It’s about maintaining service 

apart from where we have to meet statutory obligations. It's actually 

quite a fundamental change. If you look at the strategies from last 

year the targets now are unrecognisable because it has clipped the 

wings really as a result of that work. So I think it is, I would say 

actually, it's had the greatest impact on the shape of the plan overall 

to date. Subject to whatever happens with Ofwat” (813_0017 p2) 

 

Whereas a wastewater practitioner stated: 

“If we hadn’t done customer research, I think, the wastewater program 

will probably be even bigger than what we've got now, because we’re 

trying to think long term as an organisation. We've got this water 

framework directive [target] in 2027, so we were trying to build a 

program to deliver as much of that early as we possibly could to get 

ahead of the game and hopefully have a bill reduction in the future. 

But the clear steer from customers was that they didn't want that, so 

we've perhaps now had to cut even more out of that. But it's still got to 

be done, this will have to be done in the future, so I think we definitely 

adapted our plan and therefore who knows what will happen in the 

future” (813_017 p6) 

 

Whilst functional differences shape the type of influence customer knowledge 

had in the overall strategies and business plans developed, the findings clearly 

demonstrate a focus towards the development of plans that can evidence 

customer support. It also indicates that the greatest influence of customer 

knowledge was generated through econometric mechanisms. Those 

mechanisms employed that were more participative and discursive in nature 

appear to have generated limited influence in the generation of the Outcome 

delivery incentives and Investment Plan development.  
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Whilst not directly aligned to a planning or decision-making stage, it is prudent 

to also address the organisations approach to engagement with the CCG and 

the influence their views were privileged in the planning and decision-making 

process. The intention of the CCG was to challenge the water utility with respect 

to its approach to the deployment and application of customer engagement. The 

findings of this study suggest that the effective engagement with the CCG 

became a considerable focus for the organisation and saw considerable 

resources deployed with the aim of achieving a positive assessment with them 

with regards to the acquisition and application of customer knowledge. One 

practitioner described the organisations focus on gaining the support of the 

CCG: 

“the customer challenge group and their report was seen as being 

very important and there were directors that were going to that group 

that were very focused on what the group wanted. So, it almost 

became not what the customer wants but what is it that your customer 

challenge group want and, if they are a good representation of 

customer views, which are supposed to be, then that ought to be the 

same thing. But there was, at director level, we have to do what the 

customer challenge group, want have to get a good report from them. 

We have to show that we've responded to their comments, so if they 

want us to do something again then we do something again.” 

(813_012 p4).  

 

The focus on pleasing the CCG and meeting there needs is commensurate with 

the motivations of the organisation. Practitioners described that the CCG were 

primarily driven by a cost focus in order to drive down bills: 

“they were challenging, but challenging from a cost point as opposed 

to challenging from a serviceability point which is fair enough because 
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that's, the CCW were the chair and their main focus is bills” (813_013 

p3) 

 

However, the strong focus on gaining support from the CCG has been 

interpreted as potentially the cause of a lack of support for their planning and 

decision-making from Ofwat:  

“so I think what the price review process is showing this time is this 

CCG's views are very different to Ofwat so whilst we got our plans 

through the CCG, Ofwat didn't like it.” (813_022 p11) 

 

So, in summary, this study has generated findings that clearly demonstrate that 

the organisations practices were commensurate with the dominant instrumental 

and legalistic rationales for customer engagement. By focusing its efforts on 

WTP and acceptability testing activities, it not only generated customer 

knowledge to quantitatively drive the development of plans and strategies that 

were well evidenced by customer preferences and demonstrated customer 

support but also functioned to demonstrate it had met regulatory reporting 

requirements. Furthermore, the use of non-econometric customer engagement 

activities provisioned qualitative information for use in Business Plan narratives 

to qualitatively establish support and also demonstrate that it had conducted 

direct, qualitative engagement with customers going beyond what was deemed 

to be required. Similarly, it demonstrated a focus on embedding structured 

routines within the organisation to provision clear routes for the use of WTP and 

acceptability testing data in planning and decision-making, whilst other 

customer engagement outputs were able to be used flexibly. Its focus on 

meeting the needs of the CCG further supports the instrumental and legalistic 

motivations of the organisations customer engagement practices.  
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Through exploring the extent to which the organisations instrumental and 

legalistic motivations have driven its customer engagement practices it has also 

demonstrated that the practices it has developed does not, currently, function to 

support the normative rationales for participation expressed by those few 

participants. Similarly, whilst some substantive rationales were observed the 

mode in which organisational practices applied customer knowledge and the 

influence these practices privileged raises some doubt with respect to the 

achievement of the anticipated benefits associated with these rationales.  

 

The findings generated by this study warrant some reflection on their relevance 

to modes of water and wastewater service delivery as explored in Section 1.2. 

They have provided evidence to suggest a subtle departure away from 

traditional modes of water and wastewater service delivery but remaining 

predominantly rooted in techno-rational practices and conventional intervention 

development. The strong dominance of instrumental rationales in this study is 

demonstrative of a legacy of expert-driven practices embedded into practitioner 

and organisational behavioural norms. Supporting this claim, some practitioners 

discussed their role (and the organisations) in the context of delivering ‘hard’ 

engineering dominated solutions or the ambition of achieving near perfect water 

quality performance. Furthermore, there was a perceived ‘shift’ in organisational 

practices, particularly around the introduction of Investment Plan Acceptability 

Testing, whereby customer views have presented significant challenge to expert 

judgements with respect to proposed LoS targets and the pace of investment 

delivery. In some cases this was reported to have been poorly received by 

experts who expressed an ‘attachment’ to their justification for investment; here, 

the findings were suggestive of their long-held paternalism for the delivery of 

water and wastewater services being eroded.  

 

The dominance of legalistic rationales are also arguably unsurprising, based on 

strong legacy of regulatory compliance in the water sector. Ofwat’s introduction 

of requirements for the demonstration of increasingly participative practices is 
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largely the main factor underpinning this response. But, as was outlined in 

Section 2.3 an over emphasis of conducting participative processes purely for 

the demonstration that they have been done represents tokenistic engagement 

(Cass, 2006); this study demonstrated evidence for this behaviour with respect 

to the deployment of non-regulatory driven customer engagement processes 

which appear to have performed little function in the planning and decision-

making process and thus arguably performs little benefit to the development of 

more effective responses to management challenges. The observed re-

calibration by the organisation from ‘what are customer LoS and investment 

preferences and priorities’ to ‘what are the CCGs LoS and investment 

preference and priorities’ expressed by some practitioners again is reflective of 

expert and regulatory driven practice, shifting the challenge into a realm more 

akin to conventional management approaches.  

 

The dominance of these two rationales may be a feature of the challenges the 

sponsoring organisation has and is facing with respect to the delivery of water 

and wastewater services. Section 1.3 acknowledges the variation in 

management challenges affecting water utilities across the sector as a result of 

the geographical variability and the extent of flexibility or interconnectedness 

inherent in water utility infrastructure. The sponsoring organisation, not being in 

an areas of water stress and having developed a highly inter-connected 

regional network of infrastructure perhaps has not yet found need to consider 

the types of sustainable responses outlined in Section 1.2.1. However, with the 

high levels of uncertainty associated with future management challenges this 

does not preclude the potential for future need to consider these interventions, 

in which case shifts in the relative motivations for customer participation may 

begin to be observed.  

 

The observed, though albeit slight, expression of substantive motivations for 

customer participation by practitioners involved in demand management 

strategy development was encouraging; it represents a transition away from 
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assuming rational consumer behaviour which is demonstrated as crucial for the 

success of developing strategies to promote sustained behavioural change 

(Bell, 2015). The broader lack of substantive rationales for participative planning 

and decision-making is reflective of the nature of the types of responses sought 

by practitioners within the organisation (in itself a reflection of the PR14 

methodology) whereby input into what and how interventions could be deployed 

were not considered. Furthermore, where conflict arose between practitioner 

and customer views, interview responses suggested these were resolved 

largely not by seeking further insight into their views or considering more 

innovative or efficient modes of delivery, instead customer views were 

considered a barrier to progress with investment delayed or abandoned in 

favour of no service improvement. Reflecting on the lack of normative 

motivations for customer participation in the context of water delivery in England 

and Wales, suggests that the strong regulatory role of Ofwat as protecting 

consumer interest with respect to distributive justice and intergenerational 

equity has precluded this as a primary consideration by water utilities. In 

summary, the findings regarding motivations underpinning the views of 

practitioners from the sponsoring organisation for customer participation are 

consistent with a attempts to subtly shift away from conventional water and 

wastewater delivery practices whilst still exhibiting highly expert and regulatory 

driven. It has posited that these motivations may be a reflection of the nature of 

the challenges the sponsoring organisation has or is facing and receptivity to 

increasingly participative practices may shift if and when more sustainable 

water and wastewater interventions are considered. 

 

6.6 Knowledge management practices 

6.6.1 Analysis of results 

Section 6.5 examined practitioner attitudes towards public participation in water 

utility planning gaining an insight into their views as to the motivation for its 

adoption. This has sought to address RQ 1a and 1b. This section will now seek 

to address RQ 3a and 3b by exploring the use and influence of customer 
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contributions to water sector planning and decision-making and the factors that 

foster and constrain these practices. This study has sought to explore the 

approach adopted by a water utility (referred to in this section as ‘the 

organisation’) to the use of customer contributions (from customer engagement 

activities using participative mechanisms) and the influence they were privileged 

in their planning and decision-making processes. The primary planning and 

decision-making process addressed in this study was that undertaken during 

the development of the organisations business plan for PR14 supported also by 

the WRMP. The context of these planning and decision-making processes are 

described in more detail in Section 1.3.2. 

 

The development of the organisations business plan submission was divided 

between retail and wholesale functions; each developing their own five-year 

business plan. This study has focused on the planning and decision-making 

undertaken by the wholesale function and the use and influence of customer 

contributions in this process. Whilst it is acknowledged that customer 

contributions play a critical role in the development of retail solutions, coverage 

of this is beyond the scope of this thesis as it relates more typically to ‘customer 

service’ and not the management of water resources, management of assets 

provisioning the delivery of water and wastewater services or decisions around 

future interventions. 

 

As has been outlined in Section 1.3.2 water utilities in England and Wales have 

a legacy of techno-rational planning and decision-making and have thus 

privileged the use of technical and scientific knowledge. The introduction of 

CBA, and thus WTP as a form of benefit valuation, as a reporting requirement 

by Ofwat at PR09, facilitated the introduction of a broader range of values into 

asset management practices as part of the Price Review process enabling the 

valuation of different levels of performance (i.e. the LoS received by customers) 

and slowly incorporating customer preferences more readily into these types of 

decisions but remained faithful to techno-rational modes of management. The 
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methodological approach outlined by Ofwat at PR14, as described in more 

detail in Section1.4, placed significantly more importance on broader 

engagement with customers and, with varying motivations for doing so, with 

implications for the suitability of the organisations existing planning and 

decision-making practices. With the exception of WTP exercises conducted at 

PR09 and some customer engagement work undertaken by the Strategic Water 

Resources Team around water demand behaviours, planning and decision-

making in the wholesale business lacked embedded practices and routines for 

the deployment of customer engagement exercises with implications for the 

ready availability of insight into the views and preferences of customers, but 

also for the routines of those practitioner involved in this planning and decision-

making process. Practitioners within the organisation identified existing 

customer contact data as a potentially valuable source of customer knowledge 

but acknowledged that the sophistication of the organisations systems limited 

the value of these contributions at a strategic level instead being used in an 

operational planning capacity. Practitioner involved in this study held skills and 

expertise in predominantly engineering and technical fields requiring the routine 

use of asset, operational and performance data and involvement in a mix of top-

down and bottom-up asset management practices (set against Strategic 

Direction Statement (SDS), for the development of strategic programmes of 

proposed investment. These reflect the organisations dominant mode of 

management reflects traditional planning and decision-making practices as has 

been outlined in Section 1.2. The lack of existing customer insight within the 

organisation, resulting from legacy planning and decision-making practices, 

drove an organisational focus on the acquisition of customer knowledge with the 

intention of this being used to support the planning and decision-making 

process at PR14. This study examines the practices adopted by the 

organisation in managing customer knowledge and identifies factors perceived 

by organisational practitioners to have fostered or constrained the effectiveness 

of their practices.  
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6.6.1.1 Actors 

Recognising the strong social and relational influence in knowledge 

management practices reflected in the knowledge management literature as 

demonstrated in Section 2.5, a review of practitioner involvement (both in terms 

of actor identification and the extent of contribution and influence) in the 

management of participative processes and the knowledge generated was 

important. The data generated from this study identified twenty actors 

contributing to participative planning and decision-making processes. Fifteen 

‘internal’ actors (i.e. operating within the organisation) and five ‘external’ actors 

(i.e. operating outside of the organisation) yet, who reportedly contributed to the 

acquisition of knowledge acquisition and use. Table 6-8 and Table 6-9 identify 

the actors operating internally and externally to the organisation respectively 

and outline the primary functions they performed.  

Table 6-8: Organisational actors 

Actors Primary functions performed 

Executive Team Provision of top-down influence with respect to use and 
influence of customer engagement outputs 

Liaison with CCG, Steering Groups 

Steering Groups Agreement of research scope 

Provision of top-down influence with respect to use and 
influence of customer engagement outputs 

Liaison with CCG, Executive Team and practitioners within 
strategy teams, Economic Regulation and Customer 
research practitioners. 

Economic Regulation Team Interpretation and synthesis of regulatory requirements 
relating to the Price Review methodology 

Research management for econometric, acceptability and 
customer priorities research activities 

Research design management incl. content management 
and associated internal consultation  

Liaison with experts; researchers; fieldworkers 

Liaison with CCG; CCG subgroups; organisation steering 
groups and directors 

Dissemination of research results to customer research 
practitioner, users, to stakeholders, steering groups, and to 
CCG 

Provision of support to users of research outputs 

Customer Research Team Commissioned new qualitative research where required 

Ensured research conducted adhered to sector best practice  
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Conducted analysis of where gaps in research requirements 

Analysis and transformation / codification of research outputs 
for dissemination 

Lead development of the customer research library – a 
collated and rationalised set of summarised research outputs 

Dissemination of research outputs to users 

Provision of guidance on research outputs 

External Communications 
Team 

Co-ordination of social media and communications 
campaigns 

Water Resources Strategy 
Team 

Provision of data for content of research  

Validation of research design content 

Generation of strategy document 

Using research outputs to determine investment proposals 

Generating chapters for business plan outlining strategic 
investment approaches for the next 5-years 

Provision of support to CCG  

Water non-infrastructure 
Strategy Team 

Water infrastructure Strategy 
Team 

Environment Strategy Team 

Wastewater non-
infrastructure Strategy Team 

Wastewater infrastructure 
Strategy Team 

Asset Management Team 

Use of WTP and AT data in investment prioritisation tool 
OPTIMUS 

OPTIMUS Team 

Investment Planning Team 

PR14 Management Team – 
in the latter stages of the 
Price Review process 

Liaison with CCG 

Co-ordination of customer research and dissemination 
activities relative to PR14 submission timetable 

Dissemination of organisations approach to the PR14 
regulatory methodology 

Co-ordination of strategic decision-making output generation 
in line with PR14 methodology and timescales 

Table 6-9: External actors 

Actors Primary functions performed 

Ofwat Determination of Price Review methodology and reporting 
requirements 

Dissemination of Pre-Qualification results 

CCG Key approvers on research scope and design 

Provision of input to research design through consultation 
and pilot testing 

Review and influence how organisation used outputs of 
customer engagement research 

Stakeholders Determination of quality regulations 

Engaged on specific issues throughout planning and 
decision-making process 

Some stakeholders were members of the CCG 
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Experts Advised on research design (in particular: Econometric 
research, social research, survey based research, qualitative 
research) 

Implementation of research activities 

Generation of research outputs 

Provision of research peer review  

Dissemination of research results to CCG – supporting 
organisation practitioners 

Fieldworkers Implementation of research activities and collection of raw 
data 

 

Throughout this section all actors will be referred to by the names in Table 6-8 

and Table 6-9. However, for the purpose of actors in Strategy Teams they will 

be referred to collectively as Strategy Managers with distinctions made where 

applicable. The range and significant number of practitioner involved in 

participative planning and decision-making processes (and the associated 

knowledge management processes) demonstrates the interdisciplinary nature 

of this type of process. It represents a complex setting in which to explore the 

management of knowledge. It is also worth highlighting the dominance of 

engineering and technological focused actors and the significantly few actors 

contributing to the process who hold more interdisciplinary or expertise in social 

sciences. This again highlights potential issues relating to actor capacity to 

engage in these processes.  

 

The sample of population of organisation practitioners achieved was outlined in 

Table 6-5. The aims of the study did not extend to explore the views of those 

external to the organisation. When the achieved study sample population is 

examined relative to the actors outlined in Table 6-8 it can be seen that it 

provides coverage of eight of those actor types. Those actors identified with no 

coverage in the achieved study sample include: Executive Team; Steering 

groups; External communications; Asset Management; Investment 

Management; OPTIMUS Team; and PR14 management team. These functions 

were not included in the original sample design as these functions specific to 

the nature of the sponsoring organisation and not commensurate with the 
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original scope of the study (i.e. to explore practitioner views over the wider 

sector). Whilst the inclusion of these actors in the sample population of this 

study would have provided complementary insight, the insight generated 

demonstrates that these actors used the outputs of participative mechanisms 

‘indirectly’ i.e. through using sophisticated modelling tools to generate 

quantitative outputs or contact through the overarching management of the 

PR14 process. The author considers the achieved sample to provide sufficiently 

detailed information regarding the management of customer knowledge within 

this process and thus this lack of coverage is not considered to affect the 

robustness of the findings.  

 

6.6.1.2 Characterisation of the stages of the planning and decision-

making process adopted by the organisation 

This section reports the process adopted by the organisation at PR14 with 

respect to the use of customer engagement in its planning and decision-making 

process. Analysis of the practitioner responses provisioned the generation of 

the stages of the participative planning and decision-making process adopted 

by the organisation, demonstrated in Figure 6.1. In doing so, it does not claim to 

be a full representation of the intricacies involved at each stage of the process 

but provides a suitable framework with which to structure the discussion of the 

findings. As will be explored in Section 6.6.1.6 the organisation’s approach to 

using customer engagement in its planning and decision-making was one that 

evolved. The acquisition of customer knowledge was not undertaken as a 

coherent programme of work but rather as a set of individual projects. The 

resulting knowledge acquisition phase outlined in Figure 6.2 therefore seeks to 

represent those stages that were common to the majority of projects. Having 

acknowledged in Section 2.5 the variant forms of knowledge, it is necessary to 

recognise that that the stages in Figure 6.1 privilege the management of explicit 

knowledge, conceding the difficulty of representing the management of tacit or 

implicit knowledge in such a diagram.  
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Analysis of the interview responses suggests seven high-level stages of the 

planning and decision-making process were adopted and four sub-stages:  

a) Determination of regulatory reporting requirements 

b) Activity scoping 

c) Detailed Customer Engagement Activity design 

d) Customer Engagement Activity output generation 

e) Transformation and packaging of Customer Engagement Activity outputs 

f) Distribution and dissemination of Customer Engagement Activity outputs 

g) Use of Customer Engagement Activity outputs 

i. Outcome delivery planning  

ii. Development of investment plan 

iii. Business Plan document authoring 

iv. Water Resources Management Plan 

 

The primary stages outlined here are, whilst not identical, largely characteristic 

of the stages of participatory planning and decision-making outlined in Figure 

2.1. For example, the definition, detailed design and institutional response 

phases map on to stages a)-b), c)-f) and g) outlined above respectively. The 

evaluation phase recognised in Figure 2.1 was not reflected in practitioner 

responses. Having established the primary actors within the planning and 

decision-making process (See Table 6-8 and Table 6-9) it was possible to map 

their contribution on to the stages of the planning and decision-making process 

outlined above. Appendix 9E6 outlines actor contributions at each stage of the 

planning and decision-making process and this will be discussed in Section 

6.6.2.  
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Figure 6.1 Knowledge management practices within sponsoring organisation  
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6.6.1.3 Knowledge management phases 

The planning and decision-making process adopted by this organisation, 

introduced in Section 6.6.1.2, can also be characterised as distinct knowledge 

management phases. Using categories identified in the literature and introduced 

in Section 2.5, the process adopted by the organisation for the management of 

customer knowledge can be characterised as: 

a) Knowledge acquisition 

b) Knowledge transformation  

c) Knowledge distribution and storage 

d) Knowledge application 

Table 6-10 provides a rationalisation of the planning and decision-making 

processes (identified in Section 6.6.1.2) associated with each Knowledge 

Management Phase in addition to identifying the primary and secondary actors 

and the sections of this Chapter in which these Knowledge Management 

phases are explored in greater detail. The following sections will now address 

each knowledge management phase. Each section will: outline the practices 

that the organisation adopted and identify the implications for knowledge 

management.  
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Table 6-10 Rationalisation of knowledge management phases versus 

participatory planning phases 
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packaging of Customer 
Engagement outputs 
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Asset Management, 
OPTIMUS and 
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CCG incl. 
Stakeholders 

Steering Groups 

Executive Team 

Economic Regulation 

Customer Research 

PR14 Management 
Team 

6.64 

 

6.6.1.4 Knowledge acquisition process 

Whilst it is acknowledged that the direct theme of this study is examining the 

use and influence of customer contributions to planning and decision-making, 

analysis of interview responses suggested interdependency between 

knowledge acquisition practices (reflecting design and deployment of 

participative mechanisms) and those associated with the use and influence of 

customer knowledge. Practices adopted for acquiring knowledge have therefore 

been reviewed to provide context for the findings set out in Section 6.6.1.5, 
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6.6.1.6, and 6.6.1.7. The Knowledge Acquisition phase encompasses both the 

organisations approach to developing an understanding of a) the PR14 

regulatory reporting process set out by Ofwat and b) customer views and 

preferences on a range of issues relating to the delivery of water and 

wastewater services. Figure 6.2 (an excerpt from Figure 6.1) provides an 

overview of the organisations knowledge acquisition process.  

 

 

Figure 6.2: Knowledge acquisition practices in sponsoring organisation in the 

sponsoring organisation 

 

Determination of regulatory reporting requirements 

The adoption of increasingly participative approaches to planning and decision-

making has the potential to introduce new forms of knowledge which 

practitioners may be unaccustomed to using in their practices potential bringing 

with it new challenges and complexities. Section 6.5 outlined the primary 

rationales held by practitioners in this study for the use of participative 

approaches to planning and decision-making. Whilst a range of rationales were 

identified it was clear that, underpinning these views, the primary driver of the 
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actual adoption of these practices across the sector was Ofwat’s Price Review 

submission expectations. Analysis of the interview data suggests that Ofwat’s 

motivations and expectations with respect to the introduction of greater 

customer engagement at the Price Review were disseminated within the 

organisation by circulation of Ofwat’s documents; firstly the Customer 

Engagement Policy Statement (Ofwat, 2011) followed later by the PR14 

methodology statements (Ofwat, 2013). Analysis of the interview data revealed 

only one reference to their being any additional influences (other than Ofwat) in 

the development of the organisations approach to the acquisition of customer 

knowledge: 

“….to look at any gaps that were occurring relative to what Ofwat was telling us 

that was needed to be best practice or what we gleaned to be best practice by 

looking more broadly at the water industry and looking at other competitive 

markets ” (813_014) 

However, the specific contribution of these additional influences to the 

development of the organisations approach was not substantiated. This 

therefore suggests that Ofwat’s guidance formed the dominant foundation for 

the development of the organisations approach. 

 

Ofwat’s Price Review submission expectations were primarily made available to 

organisations as ‘Explicit Knowledge’; practitioners operating as part of the 

Economic Regulation team were identified as its primary recipients. This range 

of expertise in this team included practitioners responsible for defining the 

regulatory strategy of the organisation and also practitioners responsible for 

economics and competition, who were, in PR09, responsible for the design and 

delivery of customer research in the form of WTP studies. The data suggests 

that it was their role at this stage of the process to interpret the requirements set 

out in the documents received from Ofwat combining it with their organisation 

specific knowledge and experience prior to its dissemination within the 

organisation. Drawing on concepts introduced in Section 2.5 it could be argued 
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that the role of practitioners in Economic Regulation was commensurate with 

those of a ‘knowledge broker’.  

 

The strong organisational focus on instrumental and legalistic rationales for 

public participation in planning and decision-making, as outlined in Section 6.5, 

is suggested to be a feature of the practitioners co-ordinating this activity within 

the organisation. Economic Regulation, like the name suggests, are strongly 

driven by regulatory protocol with their main role being to interpret this within the 

organisation and similarly ensure that the activities conducted by the 

organisation are in-line with the regulatory contract and do not contradict any 

elements of their licence to supply water and wastewater services. It is perhaps 

not unsurprising that these similar behaviours were applied to their role in the 

acquisition and deployment of customer knowledge within the organisation.  

 

Interview responses reveal that there was a delay in the organisations receipt of 

the PR14 methodology statement and the strategy development process was 

already significantly underway prior to this information being available and 

interpreted by Economic Regulation practitioners. This reportedly had 

implications for both the acquisition of customer knowledge and its application 

in the planning and decision-making process. No information is available with 

regards to the extent of transformation and translation undertaken by 

practitioners within the economic regulation team prior to its dissemination. 

 

Acquisition of customer knowledge 

The practices for the acquisition of customer knowledge set out in Figure 6.2, 

represent an amalgam of common stages adopted across customer 

engagement activities deployed; it doesn’t claim to fully reflect the totality of 

each individual customer engagement activity.  
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Section 6.5 outlined that the organisations practices were commensurate with 

instrumental and legalistic rationales and were identified as a driver of 

organisational practices. This finding was further supported by the dominance of 

Ofwat methodology statements as a motivator for the customer knowledge 

acquisition. Analysis of the data suggests that the delay in the arrival of the 

PR14 methodology was perceived by practitioners to be a significant constraint 

to the development of effective knowledge acquisition processes. Whilst this is 

indicative of a lack of independent process and practice, economic Regulation 

practitioners perceived there to less reliance on Ofwat to lead planning and 

decision-making processes at PR14 and that organisational practices reflected 

independence in determining opportunities for the acquisition of customer 

knowledge (i.e. discretionary research). The contrast in views here may reflect 

to some degree the use of rhetoric by economic regulation practitioners given 

the similarity of this theme to that expressed in Ofwat’s customer engagement 

policy statement (Ofwat, 2011).  

 

Interview responses highlight that the acquisition of customer knowledge was 

not undertaken as a strategic programme of work. Instead, it was conducted 

through the scoping, design and deployment of individual projects. This 

approach had implications for practice in subsequent knowledge management 

phases, as outlined in Section 6.6.1.6. Individual ‘project’ needs were 

determined largely through a top-process managed by Economic Regulation 

and Customer Research practitioners. Interview responses suggest that 

scoping the acquisition of customer knowledge was driven by a) regulatory 

drivers b) to address divergent messages arising from preceding customer 

engagement activities c) to address specific strategic issues, or d) to target 

specific customers i.e. hard-to-reach or vulnerable customers. 

Interdependencies between different activity streams appear to have been 

largely overlooked.  
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Figure 6.2 demonstrates the use of experts and fieldworkers contracted from 

outside the organisation to assist with the detailed design, logistics and 

deployment of customer engagement activities. The use of external resources 

to perform these key functions was associated with a) a lack of the specialist 

skills within the organisation (and to some extent the sector) required to design 

and deploy these activities, and b) the greater level of credibility associated with 

the use of expert generated outputs. Experts, in particular, were perceived to 

have played a significant role in the design of Customer Engagement activities 

and the use of raw data to generate Customer Engagement outputs for use 

within the organisation. The role of fieldworkers, however, was assigned to the 

deployment of activity design directly with customers, generating raw data to be 

then processed by experts. In some cases fieldworkers were not used with the 

experts directly engaging with customer on behalf of the organisation.  

 

Analysis of the interview data suggests that initial detailed design of customer 

engagement activities was predominantly undertaken by Economic Regulation 

or Customer Researcher practitioners in collaboration with experts with high-

level consultation with the CCG, Executive Team and steering groups. This 

included the selection of participatory mechanisms and the overarching themes 

to be covered. A lack of collaboration with ‘users’ (i.e. those practitioners in 

Strategy Management Teams) at this stage means that success is predicated 

on the ability of Economic Regulation practitioners and Customer Research 

practitioners to adequately translate the perceived ‘need’ or ‘requirement’ for 

customer knowledge into an activity that will generate outputs suitable for use in 

planning and decision-making. Analysis suggests a more constrained design 

and consultation approach undertaken for Customer Engagement activities 

designed exclusively for use in the WRMP.  

 

On receiving agreement on the customer engagement activity design, 

Economic Regulation practitioners and Customer Research practitioners 

reportedly set about generating specific content to populate the customer 
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engagement activity designs. This was described as being done through 

‘requests for information’; limited collaboration was reported. Information 

requests were largely directed to Strategy Managers across the various 

Strategy Teams within the organisation. Economic Regulation practitioners and 

Customer Research practitioner provide conflicting responses regarding the 

success of this approach. Analysis of the interview data then suggests that 

Economic Regulation and Customer Research practitioners then transferred the 

information received from Strategy Managers to the (external) experts to finalise 

the design and content of customer engagement activities.  

 

Customer engagement activity design was then finalised through a broad 

consultation process managed by Economic Regulation and Customer 

Research practitioners. This provided Strategy Managers, CCG, Executive 

Team, Steering groups with the opportunity to provide feedback on the final 

activity design and content prior to the deployment of the activity with 

customers. This was largely undertaken through email interaction. However, 

one example of a collaborative approach to consultation was described in the 

finalisation of the Acceptability Testing activity. Again, a more constrained 

approach to consultation was adopted for Customer Engagement activities 

designed exclusively for the WRMP.  

 

Experts and Fieldworkers managed the recruitment of customers to participate 

in the Customer Engagement activities and then the direct engagement with 

them through the deployment of Customer Engagement activities. This study 

sample population did not include Experts or Fieldworkers involved in the 

deployment of Customer Engagement activities so the extent to which interview 

responses generated insight into this process was therefore limited. However, 

interview responses suggested that some Economic Regulation, Customer 

Research, Strategy Manager and CCG practitioners were provided with the 

opportunity to attend some of the ‘ live’ customer engagement activities as an 

observer enabling them to gain some insight into the deployment process.  
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Similar to the deployment of research mechanisms, the lack of experts and 

fieldworkers in the sample population of this study constrained the extent to 

which this study has been able to generate insight into the process by which 

customer engagement outputs (i.e. customer knowledge) was generated, in 

particular, the process by which raw information was processed (i.e. selected, 

rejected and/ or transformed). The interview data suggests that the type of 

outputs generated was agreed as part of the activity scope largely including: 

Reports, PowerPoint ‘Slide packs’ or in some instances an Excel Spread sheet. 

Finally, econometric Customer Engagement activities were described as being 

subject to academic peer review. Economic Regulation practitioners managed 

this process, however, specific details of this process were not revealed in 

interview responses.  

 

 Table E7-1 in Appendix E outlines the primary Customer Research activities 

designed and deployed by the organisation for the acquisition of customer 

knowledge for use in planning and decision-making. It makes a distinction 

between regulatory and non-regulatory driven research and the level of 

participation exhibited by those mechanisms chosen. It demonstrates the 

significant extent of regulatory driven customer engagement and, conversely, a 

paucity of engagement exercises which have been driven by water utility 

derived need. A notable exception is engagement with customers that has been 

conducted for the development of the WRMP. Yet, whilst it is encouraging to 

see a greater customer engagement activity directed towards demand 

management responses, this demonstrates a focus on communication-type 

mechanisms and thus does not typically gain substantive outputs for use in 

planning and decision-making.  
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6.6.1.5 Knowledge transformation, distribution and storage 

Section 6.6.1.4 has outlined the practices adopted by the organisation with 

respect to knowledge acquisition. This section considers the transformation (if 

any), distribution and storage practices adopted by practitioners identified as 

receiving this knowledge (from experts). Factors that were identified as fostering 

and/ or constraining the effectiveness of the organisations practices with 

respect to transformation, distribution and storage are integrated into Section 

6.6.1.5. The findings are presented such as factors fostering and constraining 

the organisations practices in this knowledge management phase were 

identified in the context of the process of applying customer knowledge in 

planning and decision-making processes. Figure 6.3 outlines the processes 

adopted in this knowledge management stage as documented in the interview 

responses.  

 

 

Figure 6.3 Knowledge transformation, distribution and storage in the sponsoring 

organisation 

 

Knowledge transformation and packaging 

The results suggest that the primary forms of customer knowledge generated by 

external experts were packaged as reports, as PowerPoint Presentation ‘slide 

pack’ or as Excel Spread sheets. Output packaging appeared to be driven by 

resource or regulatory considerations. For example the selection of ‘slide packs’ 
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as the primary customer engagement output was attributed to associated cost-

savings associated with this form of output (as compared to a report) and the 

ease of digesting the information and if necessary its re-dissemination. It was 

suggested that there was a preference for outputs in the form of reports were it 

might be scrutinised by regulators. No information was provided to justify the 

selection of Excel Spread sheet outputs.  

 

Interview responses suggest that Economic Regulation practitioners and the 

Customer Research practitioner were the primary recipients of expert generated 

Customer Engagement outputs. The Economic Regulation practitioners, as 

outlined in Section 6.6.1.1 were largely responsible for econometric Customer 

Engagement activities (including the WTP and Acceptability Testing outputs) 

whereas the Customer Research practitioner was responsible for non-

econometric Customer Engagement activities (mostly using qualitative 

mechanisms). The extent of transformative practices applied to the outputs 

varied greatly. Outputs intended for use within the organisation, were subject to 

significant transformation by Customer Engagement practitioners prior to 

dissemination whereas Economic Regulation practitioners were described as 

disseminating outputs largely as received i.e. with little or no transformation. For 

those outputs intended for the CCG (or stakeholders), interview responses 

indicate that members were provided with un-transformed customer 

engagement outputs with subsequent supporting presentations at CCG 

meetings that communicated the salient points and modified language to be 

understandable by the broad membership of the CCG.  

 

Customer Research practitioners reportedly consistently adopted a multi-stage 

approach to the transformation and translation of the qualitative customer 

engagement outputs. The stages can be summarised as follows: 

 

a) Review historic customer engagement outputs (where applicable) and 

summarise relevant findings 
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b) Reviewed current (PR14 and WRMP related) customer engagement 

outputs and, using the ‘key findings’ and ‘conclusions’ sections in 

PowerPoint Slide packs or reports, generated two-page summaries of 

each customer engagement activity 

c) Themes present within the research summaries were mapped against 

the organisations agreed set of ‘Outcomes’  

d) Each ‘Outcome’ was assessed as to how well evidenced it was by 

customer engagement outputs - if inconsistencies within the research 

findings emerged, or if organisational ‘Outcomes’ were perceived to be 

less well evidenced, additional qualitative customer engagement 

activities were commissioned where possible 

e) Themes within each ‘Outcome’ were formed into narratives. Where 

‘Outcomes’ were less well-evidenced and additional research not 

feasible, comparable themes were identified and the main thrust 

translated to be applicable in a new context. One example provided 

included an ‘Outcome’ around sludge management. No customer 

engagement outputs contained any findings relating to sludge 

management, as this was not a topic explored with customers. Pollution 

however, was a topic explored with customers and thus the customer 

views and preferences around pollution were translated across to be 

used as evidence as part of the sludge management outcome 

f) Production of Customer Engagement matrix at an ‘Outcome’ level 

g) Production of Customer Engagement high-level summary document 

across all qualitative customer engagement activities (including historic 

and current customer engagement outputs) 

h) All summaries, the Customer Engagement matrix, Customer 

Engagement high-level summary and original customer engagement 

outputs were uploaded on to the Customer Research Library on the 

organisation SharePoint site.  

 

Non-econometric customer engagement outputs were therefore exposed to 

significant transformation at this stage of the process with the outputs being 
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customised for use in the PR14 planning process. The success of this 

transformation and customisation thus relied on the ability of the Customer 

Research practitioner to effectively select findings relevant to the planning and 

decision-making issues facing practitioners and develop meaningful knowledge 

to develop to assist in the development of strategic solutions. The Customer 

Research practitioner interviewed as part of this study stated no formal 

qualitative analysis tools or techniques were adopted in this process with 

Spreadsheets and brainpower the primary tools. Economic Regulation 

practitioners reported that they primarily received outputs in the form of reports 

that they then disseminated directly to users. Additionally, they selected salient 

sections of the reports and transformed these into PowerPoint slide packs to 

accompany the reports. The interview responses did not provide details as to 

how they selected data to be presented in the PowerPoint slide packs.  

 

Analysis of the interview responses suggests that practitioners in Strategy 

Teams, as the dominant users of customer engagement outputs, were largely 

unaware of the process of output transformation and translation adopted by the 

Customer Research practitioner and to a lesser extent the practitioners in the 

Economic Regulation Team suggesting that these knowledge transformations 

were undertaken in isolation with little or no collaboration of users in this 

process. The role adopted by Customer Research practitioners, in particular, 

arguably represents the exertion of significant power. Their decision-making 

around knowledge selection, rejection and its transformation has the potential to 

yield significant influence on the totality and form of findings entering the 

planning and decision-making process with potential implications for investment 

solutions. Some Strategy Managers expressed some apprehension about the 

transformation process adopted by the Customer Research practitioner, but 

reconciled that it performed a useful function in rationalising the perceived 

‘noise’ of qualitative data to provide key conclusions. The roles adopted by 

Economic Regulation practitioners and the Customer Research practitioners in 

the transformation of customer knowledge arguably reflects the position of what 

is termed in the literature as a ‘Knowledge Broker’.  
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Associated with their involvement in the transformation of customer knowledge, 

the Customer Research and Economic Regulation practitioners were also 

responsible for determining the packaging of transformed customer 

engagement outputs for its distribution into the organisation. The primary 

outputs identified by users within the organisation included: a) reports b) Slide 

packs c) Customer engagement matrix d) Customer engagement findings 

summaries.  

 

Reports were the primary form of packaging selected by Economic Regulation 

practitioners for the dissemination of customer engagement outputs, largely as 

outputs were untransformed and thus was a direct distribution of expert 

generated outputs. These outputs reported the methodology used, and the 

results obtained from both the pilot and main stages of the WTP study. Whilst 

not the dominant form of packaging used by the Customer Research 

practitioner, ‘transformed’ outputs were reportedly supplemented with original 

expert generated outputs reports where applicable. Reports as a form of output 

received a mixed reception by those using them in planning and decision-

making.  

 

The Customer Engagement Matrix developed by the Customer Research 

practitioner reported summarised key findings from qualitative customer 

engagement activities and presented them by topic and by outcome for use by 

Strategy Managers. The Customer Research practitioner and practitioners in 

Economic Regulation also referred to the generation of slide packs and 

Customer Engagement summary reports, reference to them by those using 

customer engagement outputs in the planning and decision-making process 

was not found in interview responses.  
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Knowledge distribution and storage 

The distribution of these outputs was largely co-ordinated by Economic 

Regulation and Customer Research practitioners for the duration of the 

planning and decision-making process. The assembly of a PR14 management 

team part way through the process provided assistance in the co-ordination and 

scheduling of these activities relative to the concurrent strategy and business 

plan development.  

 

The distribution of explicit knowledge to those practitioners using them for 

planning and decision-making was reportedly through three primary methods: 

email, storage on a SharePoint site called the ‘Customer Research Library’ and 

the storage of WTP benefit values in the corporate Benefits Framework.  

 

Both Economic Regulation and Customer Research practitioners used emails, 

with it being the preferred mode of distribution for the former. The Customer 

Research Library was reportedly the storage repository for outputs of all 

customer engagement activities conducted in the wholesale business including: 

two-page summaries of key findings for each customer engagement activity; 

reports or slide packs delivered to organisation by experts for each customer 

engagement activity; customer engagement summary report; and the customer 

engagement matrix. Motivations for the development of this resource were not 

revealed in the interview responses. The Customer Research Library was 

intended for practitioners involved in using customer knowledge in the 

organisations planning and decision-making for PR14; access was restricted to 

Strategy Managers as well as PR14 management team; Economic Regulation 

as well as steering groups and Executive Team. The motivation behind this 

approach was unclear. Yet it appeared that a similar approach had been 

adopted in the storage of non-PR14 related Water Resources demand 

management customer engagement activities with the availability of this 

information restricted only to those in the Water Resources Strategy Team. 
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Broad organisational access to the outputs of customer engagement activities 

was, therefore, largely restricted. The perceived success of the Customer 

Research Library is discussed in Section 6.6.1.5. Finally, storage of WTP 

benefit values in the Corporate Benefits Framework was managed by the 

OPTIMUS team. Further detail is provided on the Benefits Framework is 

provided in Section 6.6.1.6. 

 

To supplement the distribution of customer engagement outputs, the Customer 

Research and Economic Regulation practitioners reportedly used ‘briefings’ or 

‘presentations’ which were attended by Strategy Managers. The interview 

responses indicate these were either general or bespoke in nature. General 

briefings included broad coverage of the customer engagement activities 

undertaken and associated high-level results. These were delivered by 

Customer Research practitioners at PR14 briefing sessions or functional team 

meetings. Economic Regulation practitioners reportedly limited the extent of 

bespoke dissemination sessions due to the perceived workload and time 

pressures faced by Strategy Managers. Interview responses indicate that 

bespoke dissemination sessions were used for communicating the outputs of 

the Acceptability Stage One findings (See Table E7-1). In this case, two round 

table discussion sessions were prepared, one for water strategy teams and one 

for wastewater strategy teams, whereby the methodological approach was 

discussed and the findings and implications for their specific strategies 

discussed in detail. The investment of time in this approach for the Stage One 

research reportedly enabled Economic Practitioners to use less resource 

intensive dissemination approaches (i.e. email) to disseminate Stage two 

research building on the knowledge capital developed through these sessions.  

 

This section so far has focused on the distribution and storage of customer 

engagement knowledge within the organisation, but Economic Regulation 

practitioners and Customer Research practitioners were also responsible for the 

distribution and dissemination of the customer engagement outputs to the CCG. 
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It was widely perceived that this was a major focus for them; comparatively less 

time and effort was perceived to have been applied to internal organisational 

dissemination. The interview responses identified that experts (those 

responsible for the generation of econometric research) were contracted to 

assist practitioners with the dissemination of these Customer Engagement 

outputs with the CCG. It also suggested that greater consideration was 

attributed to the complexity of outputs provided and presented to the CCG, as 

compared to within the organisation, in order to account for different levels of 

skills and expertise amongst CCG members to avoid damage to relationships.  

 

6.6.1.6 Knowledge application 

Sections 6.6.1.4 and 6.6.1.5 have sought to outline the organisational approach 

to knowledge acquisition, knowledge transformation, distribution and 

dissemination acknowledging the observed interdependencies of knowledge 

management practices in these stages for subsequent use (and influence) in 

the PR14 planning and decision-making process. This section focuses attention 

to the application of customer engagement outputs. It identifies the primary 

practices adopted in the organisation for the application of customer in the 

planning and decision-making process. Section 6.6.1.8 then seeks to identify 

factors that are perceived to have fostered successful knowledge 

transformation, distribution, storage and application practices within the 

organisation and, conversely, those that are perceived to have constrained the 

success of organisational practices in this context.  

 

Figure 6.4 outlines the organisations knowledge application practices identified 

in the interview responses generated by this study.  
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Figure 6.4 Knowledge application practices in the sponsoring organisation 

 

Table 6-8 and Table 6-9 have identified multiple actors as contributing to the 

application of customer knowledge in planning and decision-making. Economic 

Regulation and Customer Research practitioners were not as dominant in this 

stage of the planning and decision-making process unlike preceding stages. 

Their contribution centred on the provision of support in the interpretation of 

research outputs through one-on-one support. The dominant actors in 

developing the institutional response were therefore the Strategic Investment 

Management teams; the Asset Management, OPTIMUS and Investment 

Planning teams with input from the CCG and, to a lesser extent, the 

organisational steering groups and Executive Teams. It is interesting to note 

that practitioners identified that these actors / teams had limited contribution in 

the definition and design stages of the process. This is a theme that will be 

explored in more detail in later sections. The PR14 management team provided 

a co-ordinating role during the later stages of the Price Review process 

ensuring that research outputs were reaching the right people and the 

institutional response was being developed in-line with organisational 

timescales and across different functions.  
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Analysis of interview responses suggests that, overall, little consideration was 

formally given to the subsequent application of customer knowledge gained in 

the knowledge acquisition phase. This is particularly relevant to the outputs of 

non-econometric customer engagement activities; however the strong 

regulatory reporting expectations behind the use of non-discretionary customer 

engagement activities such as WTP and Acceptability Testing appear to have 

driven a more structured approach to its use.  

 

The interview responses clearly indicate six key uses of customer engagement 

outputs within the organisations PR14 planning and decision-making. They can 

be broadly split into four categories including: 

a) Outcome delivery planning  

b) Development of investment plan 

c) Business Plan document authoring 

d) Water Resources Management Plan 

The use of customer engagement outputs in outcome delivery planning was 

reported as comprising three specific activities. Firstly, a mixed-mechanism 

customer engagement activity called ‘Customer Promises’ was used to 

influence the ‘Outcomes’, or ‘Promises’, the organisation set. These statements 

outlined the service and delivery commitments made by the organisation. 

Examples include “Providing high quality and reliable drinking water, with 

minimal restrictions or disruptions” or “Clean bathing waters and beaches, with 

minimal impact from our activities”. The use of customer engagement outputs to 

develop the organisations ‘Outcomes’ enabled practitioners to then develop 

MoS; metrics that allowed the organisation, and the regulator, to measure the 

organisations performance against each outcome.  

 

Secondly, WTP outputs were used to provide a benefit value for improving or 

decreasing the LoS provided across a range of service attributes (and strategy 

themes). The LoS received by customers is aligned to the organisations asset 
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operation condition; it constrains how the organisation operates their assets, 

defines a benchmark for the assessment of asset performance and identifies 

the need for asset investment (Deadman, 2010). For example, where 

customers have demonstrated a WTP for improvements to an attribute of their 

service over and above the Status Quo, it provided the organisation with the 

opportunity to explore combinations of asset management options (i.e. 

acquisition of new assets; operational modifications; maintenance, renewal and 

disposal) that would facilitate this improvement. Conversely, if customers did 

not express a WTP for improvements to service over and above the Status Quo 

then, unless there were regulatory drivers for improvements to performance, it 

limited the justification for improvement driving the organisation to identify 

combinations of asset management options that maintain current LoS or 

deteriorate service if customers express a Willingness to Accept (or tolerate) a 

lower LoS. The development of the organisations strategies was reportedly an 

iterative process. Initial strategies were developed prior to the commencement 

of any customer engagement activities. A combination of asset performance 

and risk analysis coupled with initial indications of statutory requirements 

enabled the development of a range of performance scenarios each associated 

with multiple independent benefit streams held in a corporate Benefits 

Framework. The benefits framework contained a broad range of monetised 

benefit areas valued using a range of different methods. Stated Preference 

methods, referred to here as ‘WTP’, was the method used to monetise the 

benefit (or dis-benefit) customers associated with a unit improvement in service 

for each service attribute i.e. £ - per risk reduction – per year – per household / 

customer affected. These values were added to the Benefits Framework. 

Separately, Asset Managers had built up a catalogue of Capital Expenditure 

(CAPEX) ‘Asset Needs’ within OPTIMUS, a corporate optimisation system. 

Users aligned each ‘Need’ with the (monetised) benefit areas it would impact. 

OPTIMUS then calculated a benefit score for each ‘need’ and generated a cost-

benefit score. Using the various performance scenarios developed by Strategy 

Managers, Investment Planners then identified the optimal combinations of 

‘Asset Needs’ to deliver the performance benefits (or dis-benefits) associated 



 

 258

with each scenario generating an overall programme cost-benefit score. 

Through this iterative process, Strategy Managers were able to establish those 

performance scenarios that provided the most benefit to customers relative to 

the cost to deliver this and thus establishing the optimal Target LoS to be 

associated with the MoS, described above, developed to measure outcomes.  

 

The final area where customer engagement outputs were used in Outcome 

Delivery Planning was in the calculation of the ODI. Ofwat required each MoS to 

be incentivised; incentives could be financial, reputational or procedural in 

nature. Strategy Managers used the Incentive Framework developed by Ofwat 

to determine the type of incentive associated with each MOS. Where the need 

for a financial incentive was identified, WTP outputs were used to calculate a £ 

million /%/ Year reward for out-performing the target associated with each 

outcome (those associated with each MoS), or, a £ million/ %/ Year penalty 

associated where the organisation has failed to deliver targets associated with 

outcome (associated with each MoS).  

 

The second category is the development of the overall investment plan. 

Interview responses suggested that was a latter stage process that was driven 

by the introduction of Acceptability Testing outputs . The Acceptability Testing 

activity saw customers presented with three different investment plan scenarios. 

One, which was the preferred scenario based on the outcomes of the Outcome 

Delivery Planning, and then one higher and one lower scenario, each with 

attribute level performance and bill impacts. The outputs from this study 

provided a % level of acceptability for each investment plan scenario in addition 

to a % level of acceptability for each attribute of service (corresponding to each 

customer facing MoS) across each scenario. Practitioners stated this provided 

important insight facilitating the re-optimisation and prioritisation of performance 

targets and associated investment through the addition of expenditure 

thresholds in OPTIMUS reflecting customer acceptability of affordability.  
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The two categories of knowledge application outlined thus far represent 

elements of the planning and decision-making processes heavily influenced by 

Ofwat PR14 methodology; customer knowledge was used as part of a relatively 

structured process. Practitioners also describe the use of WTP and 

Acceptability Testing in a less structured way by Steering Groups and the 

Executive Team in providing top-down direction as to Outcome development 

and Investment Planning. A similarly unstructured use of customer engagement 

outputs was its use with the CCG. Specific examples of uses of customer 

engagement outputs with the CCG were not found in interview responses. 

However, practitioners allude to its use to campaign for certain targets and 

schemes.  

 

The core WTP and Acceptability Testing activities conducted largely represent 

non-discretionary customer engagement outputs i.e. the acquisition of this 

knowledge was required by Ofwat. The organisation did develop discretionary 

qualitative customer engagement activities to support the WTP and 

Acceptability activities as outlined in Table E7-1 in Appendix E, however, the 

interview responses did not detail specific uses of these outputs in the Outcome 

Delivery planning or in the Investment Plan development.  

 

Qualitative research undertaken was reportedly used primarily in developing 

text within the Business Plan and Strategy documents. Strategy Managers 

frequently described the use of quotes taken from qualitative customer 

engagement outputs to justify the investment choices. They reported there was 

no structured method to the use of these outputs with practitioners stating that 

they used it where they saw fit.  
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Finally, customer engagement outputs were reported by Water Resources 

practitioners to have been used extensively in the WRMP development. Whilst 

investment requirements and solutions identified in the WRMP translate across 

to the PR14 planning and decision-making processes, its use in developing and 

measuring the success of demand management interventions (such as Water 

Saving Devices) is largely independent of the PR14 process. An interview with 

Water Resources Practitioner demonstrated significant communication efforts in 

relation to water efficiency behaviours. 

 

6.6.1.7 Influence of customer knowledge in the organisations planning 

and decision-making 

Analysis of interview responses enabled the isolation of examples of the 

influence customer knowledge in the organisations planning and decision-

making outcomes. These examples were characterised as either a limited or 

significant influence and were associated with the four categories of knowledge 

application observed in the organisations planning and decision-making set out 

in Section 6.6.1.4  which included Outcomes delivery planning; the development 

of the investment plan; Business Plan document authoring and the Water 

Resources Management Plan. These will be addressed in turn.  

 

Outcome delivery planning 

Analysis of the interview responses suggest that customer knowledge had a 

significant influence in Outcome delivery planning with practitioner stating that 

what were the original strategies (incorporating outcomes) are now 

unrecognisable as a result of the application of customer knowledge. The 

overarching contribution was the definition of the performance targets 

associated with MoS and the associated Outcome delivery incentives. 

Additionally, it functioned as an affordability check for Strategy Mangers in the 

development of the Outcomes and provided a positive counterbalance to the 

views of regulators and stakeholders. Its primary influence was in moderating 
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the investment aspirations of the organisation with some areas proposing now 

to maintain current performance levels and not proposing performance 

improvements. This was widely believed by strategy managers to have led to 

unambitious set of performance targets across service attributes and constrains 

Strategy managers to explore innovation in terms of low cost solutions instead 

of innovation for improved performance.  

 

Analysis of the interview responses also identifies examples of where customer 

knowledge had a limited influence in Outcome delivery planning. The executive 

team and Steering groups decided that, in general, performance improvements 

would not be proposed unless they were incentivised (i.e. that there was an 

incentive for outperformance). This rendered strategy areas that had attracted 

low benefit valuations through WTP unable to claim performance improvements 

even when they were through low-cost in-house solutions with no bill impact to 

customers. Issues with mis-alignment between customer engagement outputs 

and outcome MoS also limited the extent of influence customer knowledge had 

in these contexts. Whilst customer knowledge provided a counterbalance to 

stakeholders and regulator views it was privileged little influence in comparison 

as a result of the potential penalties facing the organisation through non-

delivery of statutory investment. Users of customer knowledge believe that it 

should also limit the influence of customer knowledge for issues where public 

health or health and safety are put at risk. Finally, practitioners believe that 

customer knowledge will be privileged far less influence in amendments to 

Outcome delivery planning following the release of Ofwat’s pre-qualification 

announcements whereby they appeared focused on addressing issues they 

raised regarding the ambition of the Outcome performance targets, despite 

meaning this limits the influence of customer knowledge in these decisions.  

 

Customer knowledge significantly influenced the performance targets for water 

strategy teams (both infrastructure and non-infrastructure). Its main influence 

was in modifying the overall endpoint of performance targets. Low benefit 
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valuations for infrastructure performance targets (perceived to be the result of 

errors made in the presentation of WTP attribute), as compared to higher 

benefit valuations received for non-infrastructure related performance targets 

triggered both teams to work collaboratively to develop non-infrastructure 

interventions that delivered benefits across both infrastructure and non-

infrastructure performance. Conversely, high customer benefit valuations led to 

a large incentive for out-performance for leakage performance influencing the 

investment approach of the strategy manager who is now examining where the 

highest ‘Cost to Serve’ areas within the water network are and aiming to target 

leakage reduction in these areas to maximise performance relative to cost.  

 

Whilst customer knowledge was reported to affect the overall endpoint of 

performance targets for water strategy teams, it reportedly performed a different 

function in wastewater / environmental strategy teams instead affecting the 

pace of increased performance delivery. The high level of statutory quality 

performance targets affecting wastewater teams means that the overall 

endpoint performance target remains, largely, fixed. The customer engagement 

outputs revealed a preference for maintained performance delivery with no 

improvements, which has deferred performance delivery till later AMPs (and 

thus investment and bill increases) which strategy mangers do not think is a 

sustainable delivery approach. It also impacted the size of the sewer flooding 

improvement programme. However, practitioners state that compared to other 

service attributes, customer knowledge can have less of an influence when 

used outside of OPTIMUS by Executive Team and Steering Groups as they 

don’t view it as a high profile area due to the localised failure impact posing less 

of a reputational risk.  

 

Investment plan development 

Analysis of the interview responses suggest that customer knowledge 

generated from Acceptability Testing activities had a significant influence in the 
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development of the organisations investment plan. In particular, it provided a 

constraint on the overall cost of the investment plan (relative to bill impact) 

allowing prioritisation and programming within these constraints. It also enabled 

the rationalisation of cross-functional expenditure. For example, overall 

investment in water programmes was restricted to accommodate additional 

expenditure in wastewater programmes. The price constraint on the overall 

investment plan was also reported to drive strategy managers and Asset 

Managers to explore operational solutions to reduce expenditure costs. 

However, the influence of customer knowledge was limited in the generation of 

strategic programmes of delivery (i.e. strategic programmes of investment 

versus small isolated projects), as this issue was not addressed in customer 

engagement activities.  

 

Business plan document authoring 

The use of quotes and other qualitative customer insight was reportedly 

influential in the development of the text developed within the Business Plan 

chapters to justify the organisation approach. 

 

Water Resources Management Plan 

The WRMP outlines the organisations existing supply-demand balance, 

identifies intervention needs and proposes solutions to address supply-demand 

imbalance over a twenty-five year period.  As has been outlined in Section 1.2.1 

interventions can be to improve supply or reduce demand. Water resources 

strategy managers report that customer knowledge had a significant impact on 

their demand management strategy. Micro-component analysis of water 

component use across a range of SEGs has allowed a model to a micro-

component model to be generated for use in their demand forecasting. In 

addition, customer engagement activities exploring water saving device 

installation behaviours has enabled water resources strategy managers to 
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develop more robust estimates of water saving device installation rates further 

improvement the robustness of their demand forecasting.  

 

6.6.1.8 Summary of factors fostering and constraining knowledge 

management practices within the organisation 

Sections 6.6.1 has so far presented an analysis of practitioner interview data 

relating to the processes by which customer knowledge have been acquired, 

translated, distributed and applied and the perceived influence it had on the 

water utility’s investment strategies for water and wastewater service delivery. 

This section addresses Research Question 3a and provides an insight into the 

practices and processes adopted by the water utility for the management of 

customer knowledge and its relative influence in their planning and decision-

making activities. To address Research Question 3b, posed in Table 2-7, 

analysis of the interview data also extended to the isolation of factors promoting 

and constraining knowledge management practices in the institutionalisation of 

participative practices in water utility planning and decision-making. Section 2.5 

provided a review of knowledge management practices and in doing so isolated 

factors considered to promote and constrain effective knowledge management 

practices; these were reported in Table A3-1 in Appendix A. Figure 2.2 

conceptualised these factors highlighting their function relative to organisational 

knowledge management practices.  

 

This structure was used to explore the relevance of these insights to practitioner 

experiences documented in this study. Factors identified in the study analysis 

and commensurable with those in the literature are presented as either relevant 

to the: practitioner characteristics; practitioner behaviour; information 

management; organisational behaviour or as external influences.  In doing this, 

the actors identified as reflecting variant roles (or practitioner characteristics) 

within the organisations knowledge management process have been 

disaggregated into those belonging to knowledge producers and knowledge 

users, experts and knowledge brokers (relative to their identified contribution as 
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outlined in Section 6.6.1.1) to enable greater clarity in the presentation of these 

findings and to account for their different functions in knowledge management 

practices. Whilst acknowledging that practitioner roles are not always fixed and 

may actually vary at different stages of the knowledge management process, 

the findings presented in Sections 6.6.1.1.1 through to 6.6.1.6 have generated 

robust case for the associations developed (reported in Table 6-11). 

Table 6-11 Rationale for practitioner characteristics categories 

Role type Characterisation of actors 
within this study 

Rationale for 
characterisation 

Knowledge producers Economic regulation and 
Customer Research 
practitioners 

Reflects primary responsibility 
for the acquisition of 
knowledge 

Knowledge brokers Economic regulation and 
Customer Research 
practitioners 

Reflects their primary role in 
transformations and 
dissemination of customer 
engagement outputs 

Experts External experts and 
fieldworkers 

Commissioned to design and 
deploy customer engagement 
activities 

Users Strategy Teams, Executive 
Team, Steering Groups 

Primary role was to apply 
customer knowledge; 
secondary role in the 
generation of customer 
engagement activity design 

External influences CCG, Ofwat  

 

Figure 6.5 provides an overarching view of the relevance of the factors derived 

from the knowledge management literature to this study. Fostering and 

constraining influences are not presented in Figure 6.5 but are demonstrated in 

Appendix 9E8 to 9E10. It demonstrates the relevance of the factors existing in 

the knowledge management literature to practitioner perceptions of the 

effectiveness of organisational knowledge management practices. Furthermore, 

it provides a tentative indication of their relevance ‘live’ planning and decision-

making processes within water utilities and demonstrates their potential in 

exploring knowledge management approaches adopted in ‘live’ organisational 

knowledge management processes in a broader context.  
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Analysis of the factors identified as fostering or constraining knowledge 

management practices adopted by the organisation for the PR planning and 

decision-making process has been undertaken relative to the knowledge 

management phases that have structured discussion. The findings from each 

knowledge management phase are reported in Appendix 9E8 to 9E10. A 

summary of the prevalence of identified fostering and constraining factors 

relative to each knowledge management phase is provided in Table 6-12. This 

will be discussed in detail in Section 6.6.2. 

 

 

Figure 6.5 Factors observed in Study C relative to factors identified in the 

knowledge management literature 
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Table 6-12 Summary of factors fostering and / or constraining knowledge 

management practices 

 Customer knowledge 
acquisition 

Customer knowledge 
transformation, 

distribution, storage 
and application 

Customer knowledge 
influence 

 Foster Constrain Foster Constrain Foster Constrain 

Expertise / skills       

Personal attitudes and 
ideologies 

      

Sense-making 
strategies 

      

Past experiences       

Perceptions of 
knowledge types 

      

Credibility       

Receptiveness / 
importance 

      

Experts       

Knowledge brokers       

Shared problem 
Identification 

      

Collaboration       

Trust       

Awareness and 
receptiveness to 
others views 

      

Routines       

Communities of 
Practice 

      

Opportunities for 
reflection and 
feedback  

      

Ownership       

Right people involved 
and continuity 

      

Quality and accuracy       

Formalisation of 
participatory 
mechanisms 

      

Divergence       

Alignment       
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Packaging       

Scheduling       

Knowledge storage       

Resource 
management 

      

Managerial influence 
and support 

      

Culture       

Learning culture       

Opportunities for 
informal learning 

      

Motivational clarity       

External influence       

.  

6.6.2 Discussion  

Section 6.6.1 has generated clear evidence to suggest that water utility 

practitioners motivations are commensurate with those expressed in similar 

studies in the literature in fields of environmental policy, and local transport 

planning (Wesselink et al., 2011; Bickerstaff & Walker, 2001). Practitioners in 

this study predominantly adopted instrumental or legalistic rationales for 

engaging with customers. It has also demonstrated that the organisations 

overarching practices was commensurate with practitioner motivations; at an 

organisation scale motivational clarity was achieved.  

 

The use of the ‘motivational lens’ to explore the effectiveness of the 

organisations practices for the acquisition and application of customer 

knowledge has proved useful in considering the effectiveness of the 

organisations high-level approaches relative to its dominant ambitions. It has 

demonstrated that a lack of commensurability between the practices adopted 

and the benefits it expected would unlikely be the root cause of any 

disillusionment had their ambitions not been realised. This does not preclude, 

however, that there were additional factors that served to foster or constrain 

their practices with regards to the acquisition and application of customer 
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knowledge in their planning and decision-making approaches and ultimately the 

level of influence that was privileged to customer knowledge.  

 

The public participation evaluation literature, as discussed in Section 2.2, has 

set out a range of criteria that have been associated theoretically or empirically 

with the design and deployment of ‘effective’ participatory approaches. In 

Section 2.2, it was argued that whilst these criteria provide a useful set of 

considerations for those designing and deploying participative approaches, it 

presents some issues in its application in practice. Firstly, it lacks consideration 

of contextual issues that hold potential to impact effectiveness. Whilst it may be 

understandable that the broad range of contexts in which public participation is 

applied may negate further clarity being developed, the important role 

contextual attributes play in these processes and the need for a greater 

attention to their influence in participatory processes has been acknowledged 

(Abelson et al., 2007). Secondly, it reflects a lack of specific criteria relating to 

the application of public knowledge and limiting our understanding of the 

practices that can affect the effectiveness of public participation. Typical 

evaluative criteria relating to this are centred around vague themes such as ‘key 

decisions are influenced by public knowledge’ (Blackstock et al., 2007; Frewer 

et al., 2000; Petts & Leach, 2000; Laurian & Shaw, 2009) or ‘Successful 

integration of different knowledge types in process’ (Rauschmayer & Wittmer, 

2006; Kallis et al., 2006) whilst others attempt to provide more practical 

measures of effectiveness such as ‘consideration given to potential integration 

with other activities’ (Petts et al., 2003) or ‘consistent practices (Conrad et al., 

2011). Yet despite this, it represents a lack of insight into the attributes that 

foster or constrain the effective generation of the ‘institutional response’. Whilst, 

the use of mechanisms that privilege the public significant decision-making 

influence such as Citizens Juries (Aldred & Jacobs, 2000) or Consensus 

conferences (Anderson & Jaeger, 1999) negate the need for this to be 

considered, the use of less ‘participative’ (Arnstien, 1969) participatory 

mechanisms generate knowledge that then has to be managed. As Elton and 
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Wolfe (2012) have argued, the accumulation of knowledge is only the first step 

and doesn’t necessarily guarantee its application and influence. Using the 

embedment of public participation principles in Water Utilities as an example, 

the regulated nature of the sector precludes customers from being privileged 

decision-making power on issues relating to their water and wastewater supply 

in engagement activities with their water and wastewater provider. It is therefore 

the responsibility of practitioners within that organisation to appropriately 

manage the acquired knowledge to ensure its application and influence in 

planning and decision-making practices.  

 

Organisational settings however, unlike the management of knowledge in 

specific research contracts, present significant challenges to the effective 

management of knowledge, the effectiveness of which holds potential to foster 

or constrain the its influence in planning and decision-making. Water utilities, in 

particular, represent complex environments for managing knowledge due to 

their scale, diverse range of practitioner expertise, broad remit, significant 

external influences and regional-scale planning and decision-making. The 

additional need to successfully acquire and apply customer knowledge (in 

combination with technical knowledge) within these settings therefore presents 

a significant challenge. The literature reveals little coverage with respect to 

knowledge management in ‘live’ organisational settings or in water and 

wastewater service delivery contexts which, coupled with the lack of specific 

insight in the participation evaluation literature, highlights a key area for 

contribution.  

 

This study, using coverage of factors identified as promoting or constraining 

effective knowledge management practices in complementary settings, has 

established their influence in a water utilities practices with respect to the 

acquisition and application of customer knowledge in their planning and 

decision-making practices. This offers three distinct and novel contributions: 
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a) It establishes the relevance of factors identified as fostering and constraining 

effective knowledge management function in a live, complex organisational 

setting 

b) It establishes factors that have fostered and constrained knowledge 

management in a water utility PR14 planning and decision-making process  

c) Presents a set of considerations for water utility practitioners (or public 

participation professionals more broadly) with regards to the management of 

the acquisition and application of customer knowledge. 

 

It should be noted that the original intention of this study provisioned the 

generation of this contribution through the translation of practitioner insight 

captured across the water sector in line with the original sampling approach to 

this study. The failure to capture practitioner responses at the sector scale limits 

to some extent the veracity and generalisability of these insights but presents a 

useful set of considerations that may provide a starting point for evaluating 

current practices and if necessary, providing an agenda for improvement.  

 

Knowledge management practices centre around the concept of knowledge 

flow with traditional models representing a transfer of knowledge from producer 

to user (Reed et al., 2013). However, accounting for increasing pluralism in 

NRM contexts, knowledge exchange has been promoted as a model for more 

effective knowledge management as it acknowledges that knowledge is not 

inert and is best managed as a social process through collaborative interactions 

and co-generation (Elton & Wolfe, 2012). So, to what extent were knowledge 

exchange and co-generative practices exhibited in the practices of the water 

utility examined in this study? The answer to this question is two-fold.  

 

Collaborative practices between practitioners responsible for the coordination of 

knowledge acquisition, steering group members and the CCG were frequently 
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reported, perhaps reflective of their strong focus on regulatory compliance. 

Whilst the CCG process largely represented a formal forum whereby the 

organisation presented proposals for customer engagement activities and 

sought the group’s feedback and approval, it did function to rationalise divergent 

perspectives between customer and stakeholder knowledge in its application in 

the planning and decision-making process. Furthermore, strong collaborative 

relationships were evidenced between practitioners responsible for the 

acquisition of customer knowledge and the external experts and fieldworkers 

who were commissioned to design and deliver these outputs. Yet, despite 

strong evidence for collaborative practices with the CCG and with external 

experts, this study suggested that collaborative practices did not extend to the 

management of knowledge within the organisation. The findings identified very 

little evidence for knowledge exchange through the deployment of collaborative 

practices and interactions facilitating shared problem development (Pahl-Wostl 

et al., 2011; Mostert et al., 2010; Van Wyk et al., 2008). In fact, only two 

incidences of collaborative working were identified in the practitioner responses. 

Firstly, in the development of the Acceptability Testing stage One design and in 

the dissemination of the results. The driver for collaboration in this case 

appeared to be that this engagement activity was novel both to both those 

responsible for design and delivery of customer engagement outputs as well as 

for those users. Interestingly, there were few issues raised with regards to the 

quality of the knowledge generated from the Acceptability Testing activities as 

opposed to those generated in non-collaborative contexts. Secondly, where 

practitioners across both infrastructure and non-infrastructure teams 

collaborated to develop a programme of work that used infrastructure solutions 

to deliver network benefits, enabling some network performance to be delivered 

but at no cost to the customer who were shown to not highly value 

improvements in service in this area.  

 

The findings from the study provided considerable insight into what factors 

practitioners believed constrained the use of collaborative approaches for the 
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acquisition and application of customer knowledge in the PR14 planning and 

decision-making process. It also provided insight into the implications 

practitioners perceived to have been a result of a lack of these practices serving 

to highlight the extent to which these factors can impact the level of influence 

customer knowledge can have in these decision-making contexts.  

 

Factors constraining collaborative knowledge management practices 

within the organisation 

The findings suggest that there were four primary categories of factors that 

constrained the use of collaborative practices within the organisation. These 

categories related to:  

 
a) The characteristics of practitioners, both those responsible for the 

coordination of customer knowledge acquisition and those responsible for its 

use 

b) Practitioner behaviours 

c) Organisational behaviours, and 

d) The characteristics of the knowledge being generated 

 

Practitioner characteristics 

It stands to reason that, with the call for greater socialisation of knowledge in 

the promotion of effective management, practitioners, as actors in the 

knowledge management process, impart a significant influence on its success 

(Fazey et al., 2012). The findings generated from this study identified 

practitioner characteristics to impart a significant constraint to the use of 

collaborative practices for the management of customer knowledge in the PR14 

planning and decision-making process. Three distinct factors included: a) the 

range of expertise and skill sets of the actors involved in management of 

customer knowledge, b) a lack of receptiveness to the use of customer 

knowledge in planning and decision-making and c) a lack of past experience in 

the use of customer knowledge or water utility planning and decision-making.  
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The findings indicated that there were three distinct sets of expertise exhibited 

by practitioners involved in the management of customer knowledge. Firstly, 

those who were responsible for the application of customer knowledge in 

planning and decision-making typically had highly specialised technical 

knowledge that was centred around the specific issues that they faced in their 

role for example, practitioners demonstrated expertise in the management of 

wastewater infrastructure or in the management of water demand. These users, 

whilst forming a coherent function in the use of customer knowledge in 

planning, were in practice disaggregated into functional teams grouped around 

these specialist knowledge areas. Secondly, those practitioners responsible for 

the co-ordination of the acquisition of customer knowledge largely had highly 

developed skills in customer research either through the deployment of 

econometric research mechanisms or through qualitative mechanisms. Whilst 

they had a broad overarching knowledge of the functional areas of water and 

wastewater service delivery they did not have the in-depth technical knowledge 

of who would be applying customer knowledge in the planning and decision-

making process. Finally, the use of external experts, who were responsible for 

the in-depth design and delivery of customer engagement activities for the 

generation of customer knowledge, had highly developed expertise in this field 

without which the acquisition of customer knowledge could largely have not 

been achieved, but lacked an in-depth knowledge of water and wastewater 

technical knowledge and an awareness of the organisation-specific issues. 

Whilst, Roux (2006) suggests that differences in types of expertise and levels of 

skills present significant opportunities for learning, it is also acknowledged that it 

presents significant obstacles, which would need to be addressed. The findings 

corroborate that the extent of the knowledge gap presented significant 

constraints. Those practitioners with a strong technical specialism appeared to 

find it difficult to adapt their mental models for key concepts around water and 

wastewater delivery, which, they felt, precluded their ability to engage in the 

design of customer engagement activities. This resulted in a reliance on experts 

to adapt technical knowledge into a form that was relatable by customers but, in 
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doing so, prompted a lack of confidence in the abilities of fieldworkers and 

experts to be able to articulate clearly the complex trade-offs the organisation 

has to make. Their highly technical knowledge was not coupled with an 

understanding of the mechanisms for the acquisition of customer knowledge, 

which also acted as a barrier to collaboration particularly for WTP, which was 

called a “black art”. Their lack of awareness around what was involved in the 

design, deployment and application of customer engagement activities 

prevented them pushing for greater involvement. The findings also suggested 

that the highly developed research skills of those practitioners responsible for 

the delivery of customer engagement activities promoted an unwillingness to 

adapt their ideas to accommodate the request of the users, particularly in the 

design of the WTP activity.  

 

Evidence was suggestive of a lack of receptiveness to the application of 

customer knowledge in planning and decision-making, predominantly amongst 

Strategy Managers responsible for its application in Outcome Delivery Planning, 

the development of the Investment Plan and the authoring of the Business Plan. 

The findings suggested that practitioners saw it as a threat to their ownership of 

the strategies and solutions they produce requiring them to devolve some of 

their paternalistic claims over the development of the organisations strategic 

response. The evidence does, however, suggest that receptiveness to customer 

knowledge did evolve over the course of the planning and decision-making 

process, receptiveness was perceived to have been low during the primary 

knowledge phases of knowledge acquisition.  

 

The quinquennial nature of the Price Review process promotes some 

constraints in the embedment of practitioner routines relating to their role in the 

process. Very few of the practitioners interviewed had prior experience of a 

Price Review process. This was reported to have presented significant 

constraint to collaborative approaches as they lacked the understanding of what 

was required of them and the interdependencies between concurrent activities. 
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Those who had past experience of a Price Review provided evidence to 

suggest that those without experience would have been on a steep learning 

curve due to the demands of the PR14 process limiting their active involvement 

in collaborative processes. Interestingly, one practitioner with past experience of 

a Price Review process recalled reflected negatively on their experiences at the 

last Price Review and stated this caused them to lack confidence in the ability of 

the organisation to deploy an effective process.  

 

Practitioner behaviours 

The highly differentiated skill sets within the organisation reflected a legacy of 

technocratic planning and decision-making routines whereby little sharing of 

knowledge outside of their team was required. Collaborative practices and the 

acquisition of customer knowledge did not therefore represent typical routine 

behaviours. This was further supported by evidence to suggest that they didn’t 

consider the acquisition of customer knowledge to affect Business as Usual 

activities and thus was not privileged the importance it perhaps warranted.  

 

The behaviours of knowledge producers, particularly those whose primary roles 

were in economic regulation, were highly evidenced as constraining 

collaborative knowledge management in the Price Review process. Firstly, they 

were not perceived to have been the right people to coordinate the acquisition 

of customer knowledge as it did not form the primary part of their role and thus 

they were not solely focused on ensuring its success. In addition, their role has 

inhibited them having a relationship with the customers calling into question 

their ability to best interpret customer views. Secondly, the findings suggested a 

strong collaborative relationship with the external experts, which whilst 

beneficial in terms of actual knowledge generation, users felt precluded them to 

develop collaborative practices within the organisation. Finally, they lacked a 

broader awareness of the extent of the difference in both skills and 

receptiveness between them and those practitioners in strategy teams. The 
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findings suggested a dichotomy of perspectives with respect to collaboration 

with those practitioners in Economic Regulation adopting the view that users 

would take an active role in influencing knowledge acquisition so as to benefit in 

the application phase and were thus surprised at the level of perceived 

receptiveness. It demonstrates a lack of consideration of the barriers that a lack 

of customer engagement skills and lack of receptiveness can have on 

knowledge management. It was assumed collaboration would occur without 

formal intervention.  

 

Organisational behaviour 

The study also highlighted several organisational characteristics that acted to 

constrain collaborative practices. Firstly, this thesis has focused on engagement 

with customers as part of the wholesale water utility operations. It has not 

sought to address customer engagement practices in the retail function of water 

utility operations. Yet, this part of the organisation was perceived by 

practitioners to have considerable skills in these types of practices and also 

access to considerable amounts of information that would provide useful insight 

for wholesale planning and decision-making, the access to which was 

prevented at PR14 due to the lack of relationship between these two functions 

of the organisation. Secondly, the focus on collaboration with the CCG 

demanded considerable resources, the extent of the demands placed on these 

resources as a result of the unanticipated requirements of the CCG left little 

resources to facilitate greater collaborative practices within the organisation. 

Similarly, those with little experience of Price Review processes did not feel that 

they could commit to collaborative efforts due to the impact on resources with 

their teams and was not perceived to be a priority compared to other concurrent 

workloads. Thirdly, in addition to a lack of collaboration between knowledge 

producers and knowledge users, the findings from this study point to a lack of 

collaboration and shared problem identification at a more strategic level, for 

example between knowledge producers and the executive teams and steering 

groups. This implications of this were three-fold: a) it led to lack of co-ordination 



 

 278

between customer engagement activities being conducted across the 

organisation b) led to a focus on participatory mechanisms that allowed close 

management and control as opposed to using innovative tools to capture insight 

for the business c) it led to a lack of alignment at the interface between the 

content of aims and content of customer engagement activities and the 

concurrent development of water and wastewater strategies, Outcome Delivery 

and Investment Plan development. This became more clearly aligned with 

appointment of a PR14 management team but occurred after the deployment of 

several key customer engagement activities. Finally, the findings indicate a lack 

of consideration for the scheduled delivery of customer knowledge to users both 

across customer engagement activities and also in line with concurrent strategy 

timescales. There was a tension between the need for early delivery of activities 

like WTP to ensure it can influence planning and decision-making but that if it is 

done too early then the content is themed around strategy attributes that, due to 

concurrent strategy development, are no longer relevant. Similarly, that the 

views of customers driving plans are not considered to be invalid due to the 

length of time passed between acquisition and Business Plan submission.  

  

Implications of poor collaborative practices within the organisation 

The findings generated by this study relate to barriers to collaborative practices 

in the context of knowledge exchange as a recommended mode of knowledge 

management in participative planning and decision-making processes. Whilst 

the literature has made a convincing case for the benefits of knowledge 

exchange practices and its ability to promote adaptive thinking and behaviours 

amongst practitioners working in interdisciplinary settings (Mostert et al., 2010; 

Huitema et al., 2009; Pahl-Wostl, 2009) (an increasingly required practice in 

developing suitable responses to future water and wastewater service delivery 

challenges), little insight has been generated in an organisational context as to 

the implications that can arise where knowledge isn’t generated and applied in a 

social context in water utility planning and decision-making. The findings 

suggest that, broadly, a lack of collaboration and shared problem identification 
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practices in the management of customer knowledge in the Price Review 

process has impacted the potential for the use and influence of customer 

knowledge in planning and decision-making. Practitioner responses suggest 

that a lack of collaborative practices had implications for both the perceived 

quality of the knowledge received for application in the organisations planning 

and decision-making, but also in terms of additional expectations placed on the 

users.  

 

A lack of collaborative practices reportedly led to a range of issues relating to 

the quality of the customer engagement outputs as perceived by the users. 

Particular issues raised included issues with wording choices, errors in reporting 

Levels of Service, missing coverage of themes, and a limited scope of inquiry. 

In the case of some WTP attribute benefits, poor quality outputs led to the need 

to transform, and scale the outputs they did have to ensure its use and thus 

inevitable influence but with compromises on its robustness. Where there were 

more serious alignment issues additional customer engagement activities were 

required to be deployed in order to re-capture insight or provide coverage in 

more detail. The findings suggest that the lack of collaborative practices had the 

biggest impact on the engagement activities using econometric research 

methods. There is no evidence to suggest that the same level of scrutiny was 

applied to engagement activities generating qualitative outputs. The findings 

suggest that this is because the organisation adopted significantly embedded 

analysis and optimisation tools to facilitate the development of the Outcome 

delivery and Investment Plans. Whilst the use of these tools facilitate a low 

impact on practitioner routines in that they don’t require the tacit knowledge to 

understand it and that it provisions broad and consistent application with the 

organisation, the significance of any issues with data quality and causes a 

greater loss of influence. In the case of this study, practitioners noted that 

issues with quality of the customer engagement outputs resulted in significant 

strategy implications where MoS were abandoned meaning that the 

organisation may not now focus on improving performance in this area. In some 
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cases the issues reported were coupled with the view that the outputs provided 

didn’t justify the expense in seeking expert resources, or the importance 

privileged to these types of mechanisms in the organisation.  

 

So whilst the issues raised with regards to knowledge quality appear to be 

derived from poor content generation and agreement, the poor quality of 

qualitative customer engagement outputs issues appear to be derived from a 

lack of understanding and skills to know how it should be used: they didn’t know 

how it was generated, why it was generated and where and how it should be 

used. This is in part a skills issue in that they hold technical expertise as 

opposed to one that has enabled greater contact with knowledge derived 

through engagement processes.  

 

Significant analytical efforts were reported to facilitate the increased use of 

qualitative customer engagement outputs. The role of Customer Research 

practitioners played a key role in the process of transforming qualitative 

customer engagement outputs into a ‘customer engagement matrix’ designed to 

enable easy identification and access to insight against each theme. This 

process was made difficult by a lack of consistent sample population strategies, 

limited consistencies in the approaches used in the presentation of attributes of 

water and wastewater service. These issues limited the extent to which themes 

could be extrapolated across research activities for use within the organisation. 

Whilst the packaging of qualitative customer engagement outputs was reported 

to have been well received, due to its alignment with Outcomes and MoS its 

quality was perceived to be poor as the users were not aware of how it had 

been generated. As Section  6.6.1 outlines, this presentation only used the key 

findings pages from qualitative outputs to generate insight severely limiting the 

depth and breadth of customer knowledge reaching users; simplistic 

presentation was traded off against depth. Little collaboration prompted a need 

for the packaging of customer engagement outputs to be simple and be capable 

of improving confidence in the process. In this case users, whilst admitting it 



 

 281

was a risk, reported having to trust that these outputs represented an accurate 

reflection of the in-depth outputs received, as they did not have the time or the 

skills available to explore this in any depth.  

 

The lack of collaboration and shared problem development led users to believe 

that the process of customer engagement was frantic and not well coordinated. 

Poor scheduling of customer engagement outputs relative to concurrent 

strategy development was a significant factor constraining the use of customer 

engagement outputs. Practitioner reported that some outputs didn’t arrive until 

after the Business Plan investment planning cycles had been locked down 

meaning that the information could not be used to influence planning and 

decision-making. Similarity, poor scheduling of acceptability testing relative to 

concurrent strategy development led to one strategy taking a completely 

different direction due to the findings from the outputs meaning that the time 

and resources spent on developing that strategy over a number of years was 

wasted.  

 

The lack of collaborative practices coupled with a lack of customer engagement 

skills, placed a greater need for opportunities for face-to-face dissemination 

activities, wide access to stored knowledge, a strong support network and 

sufficient time made available for reflection and feedback. However, findings 

from this study suggested that such provisions were not made available. Users 

of customer knowledge commonly reported that they needed more time for 

reflection, even more so where there were errors and divergent information to 

address. This deficiency reportedly made the experience of using customer 

knowledge both stressful and resulted in a lack of engagement of users with the 

knowledge generated. Poor scheduling of the delivery of customer engagement 

outputs seemingly exacerbated this issue with frequent reports of ‘too much 

data too little time’. This reflects the issue of information overload described by 

Van Wyk et al., (2008) and Collins & Ison, (2010). Users also reported there 

being a lack of support for users in the application of customer engagement 
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practices; due to the range of different knowledge producers and the use of 

expert’s users didn’t know whom to approach. More in-depth dissemination 

activities were required to allow for opportunities for feedback and questions. 

Whilst some evidence of this was observed in the study findings users claimed 

that they were too high level and not customised to the needs of the audience.  

 

Knowledge producers talked about the use of a Customer Research Library as 

the store of both qualitative customer engagement outputs and summaries as 

well as the formal reports generated from the econometric research. Yet many 

users were not aware of its existence, significantly restricting some users 

access to customer knowledge to that which was embedded in corporate 

systems.  

 

The practice implications that have been outlined in this section thus far have 

been associated with a lack of collaborative practices in the acquisition of 

customer knowledge that were outlined in Section 6.6.1.4. This lack of 

acknowledgement of the interdependencies between the knowledge acquisition 

process and the subsequent application of this process was seemingly not well 

anticipated. Whilst the lack of collaboration had impacts on the both on the 

quality of knowledge generated and the extent to which it could be applied it 

also prevented users being able to anticipate how and where they were going to 

be applying customer knowledge in their strategy and business planning and so 

they were not able to prepare their routines effectively. The findings suggest 

that many practitioners become ‘attached’ to the strategies that they have spent 

sometimes several years developing and reportedly become frustrated where 

outputs from customer engagement activities seemingly go against their better 

judgement. Similarly, the need to justify strategies and proposals from a 

customer perspective as opposed to an asset perspective, as in the past, 

represented a significant change.  
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Organisation and external influences on knowledge management 

practices within the organisation 

This section so far has outlined the causes and implications of a lack of 

collaborative practices in organisations. Organisational and external influences 

also played a role in limited collaborative practices.  

 

The lack of a collaborative approach to customer engagement across the 

wholesale function resulted in there being no formal strategies in place to 

address divergence in customer views between different participatory 

mechanisms. It was typical that where the divergence existed between 

qualitative and econometric research outputs then the qualitative outputs would 

be disregarded. This was commensurate with the structured approach to the 

application of econometric research outputs. Where divergence occurred 

between customer preferences (generated through econometric mechanisms) 

and stakeholder preferences significantly more rigorous approach was adopted. 

Strong external influences were exerted by statutory legislation and managed 

by stakeholders. This typically resulted in additional research being 

commissioned or top-down deliberation between steering groups, the Executive 

Team and the CCG; however, the statutory legislation was usually given 

privilege.  

 

The strong top-down influence of steering groups and the Executive Team was 

a key theme evidenced in practitioner responses. Whilst it was credited in 

providing a focus where divergent interests became an issue, exploring 

potential political and reputational impacts of planning and decision-making, and 

providing a corrective mechanism for low receptiveness to customer 

engagement within the strategy teams, it was also reported to not actively seek 

the views of those who developed the organisations strategies and Business 

plan which they felt resulted in missed opportunities. Users also complained 

that they were slow to communicate their decisions down through the business.  
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It also functioned to embed organisational norms around regulatory compliance. 

The findings suggested that they compared the quality of their own customer 

engagement activities to what was asked of them and then ensured they ‘did 

more’; as in acquired additional customer knowledge. The legacy of a strong 

top-down focus on SIM, however, did appear to slow the traction that a focus on 

customer engagement gained within the organisation. SIM focuses on 

avoidance of customer contact and some practitioner were nervous about 

actively engaging with customers in case this resulted in negative customer 

contacts. The perceived tension between SIMs focus on avoiding customer 

contact and the seeking of customer contact through customer engagement 

activities represented a barrier to customer engagement outside of the formal 

regulatory process. 

 

The findings suggested that the organisation had a legacy of conducted 

‘lessons–learned’ practices to identify good practice and ensure that poor 

practice is addressed. However, many practitioners stated that, whilst these 

practices were deployed, the findings were not mobilised sufficiently within the 

business to generate any lasting impact.  

 

6.6.2.1 Rationalising knowledge management and effectiveness of public 

participation 

This study has demonstrated a strong case for the embedment of collaborative 

practices for knowledge management practices in water utility participative 

planning and decision-making processes. However, it identified significant 

obstacles particularly around legacy skills sets, regulatory dependencies, issues 

of receptiveness, lack of opportunity for reflection and the power imbalance that 

comes with a large hierarchical organisation. This complex setting makes 

achieving knowledge exchange in the sense that it has been described in the 

literature a significant challenge.  
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It has demonstrated that potential for effective application of customer 

knowledge in planning and decision-making is mobilised through effective 

collaboration and shared problem identification at multiple levels throughout the 

organisation during the scoping and knowledge acquisition phases. However, it 

has also demonstrated that many of the factors identified as promoting and 

constraining effective knowledge management also play a considerable role in 

this context. This promotes a need to reflect again on the evaluative criteria for 

effectiveness identified in Table 2-1 through to Table 2-4 to identify the 

presence of existing criteria relevant to this inquiry and whether there is are any 

additions to be made as a result of this study. Table E11-1 in Appendix E, 

demonstrates existing criteria that represent key features of effective knowledge 

management in participatory planning and decision-making processes. 

However, the study has also generated empirical evidence for the inclusion of 

additional criteria of effectiveness based on those factors identified as 

promoting and constraining knowledge management. These are shown in red in 

Table in Appendix E.  

 

6.7 Conclusions 

This study has provided evidence that suggests the use of instrumental and 

legalistic rationales by water utility practitioners for the acquisition and use of 

customer engagement practices in planning and decision-making. It also 

provided evidence that these rationales drove their organisational practices. It 

has developed insight into the management of knowledge in a water utility 

context and provisioned the identification of factors that fostered and 

constrained its effectiveness. Using this evidence this study has generated a set 

of knowledge management evaluative criteria to complement existing public 

participation effectiveness criteria within the evaluation literature. This provides 

a two useful contributions: a) to public participation practitioners with regards to 

the management of public knowledge throughout the planning and decision-

making process and b) to water utility practitioners considering embarking on 
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customer engagement activities within their planning and decision-making 

processes or the improvement of existing practices.  
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7 DISCUSSION 

7.1 Introduction 

The aim of this thesis has been to provide new insight into the practices that 

influence the effective institutionalisation of public participation in water sector 

planning and decision-making in England and Wales. Understanding the factors 

that promote or constrain effective public participation in water utility planning 

and decision-making may assist in the development of improved practices 

contributing to the development of more effective policies and strategies for the 

delivery of water and wastewater services. A greater regulatory focus on 

customer engagement in the water sector in England and Wales make this 

research a timely contribution. This thesis, has not attempted to illuminate the 

detailed data relating to customer views and preferences as a result of the 

deployment of participative mechanisms and its in planning and decision-

making processes. Instead, it is concerned with the practices that are deployed 

within water utility organisations to facilitate the generation and the use of 

customer contributions relative to planning and decision-making processes.  

The findings of this research have been shared widely with members of the 

sponsoring organisation and with their key stakeholders including the CCG 

throughout the course of this research; the specific presentations and reports 

generated are outlined in the publications, reports and presentation section of 

this thesis.  Similarly a business plan was presented to United Utilities for 

consideration based on the findings of this research particularly in relation to 

Study C which was positively received.  

 

7.2 Reconsidering the participatory agenda in water utility 

planning and decision-making in England and Wales 

In Chapter 2, public participation was positioned as a well-established concept. 

The theoretical benefits associated with these practices were firmly accepted 

yet it highlighted that debate still surrounded how to achieve these anticipated 

benefits in practice. Chapter 1 outlined the case for greater public participation 
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in the management of water resources and delivery of water and wastewater 

services in the face of future water management challenges. It highlighted that, 

whilst public participation is a well-evidenced practice in water management 

more broadly, absent was a consideration of the role that water utilities may 

play in furthering the participatory agenda. With an increasing pressure to 

develop more sustainable solutions, coupled with a growing expectation from 

regulators and stakeholders that water utilities demonstrate increasingly 

participative practices, the generation of insight into practices that influence the 

effectiveness of participative processes is both relevant and timely. This thesis 

has aimed to provide a significant contribution to the field of public participation 

through exploring the institutionalisation of these practices in water and 

wastewater service delivery planning and decision-making by water utilities in 

England and Wales. 

 

Chapters 1 and 2 have outlined the gaps in the existing literature to date and, in 

doing so, identified the domains of contribution afforded by this thesis. 

Revisiting the participatory planning and decision-making framework developed 

by Involve (2005) introduced in Section 2.2 helps to illustrate the arenas of 

contribution made by this thesis with respect to the institutionalisation of 

participative practices for water utility planning and decision-making in England 

and Wales.  To summarise:  
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Figure 7.1 Stages of participatory planning and decision-making process 

addressed by this research (Adapted from Involve, (2005)) 

 

 

a) Motivational clarity (i.e. a clear purpose) was argued to promote 

effective participative practices. However, a gap in our understanding of 

how water utility practitioners perceive the motivations for public 

participation and what drives there choices in planning and decision-

making was identified. Study C was developed to address this gap in our 

knowledge in the context of water utility practitioners and the 

contributions of this thesis to knowledge are outlined in Section 7.3. 

b) The selection of appropriate mechanisms through careful 

characterisation and through establishing a clear fit between mechanism 

and purpose (including using a mixed methods approach) whilst also 

provisioning sufficient time and resources was argued to foster effective 

participation. However, the existing literature does not consider the 

influence of participative mechanism design on mechanism outputs 

where multiple methods are employed within the same water planning 

and decision-making context. Studies A and B were developed to 

address this gap in our knowledge in the context of water utility planning 

and decision-making and the contributions of this research to knowledge 

are outlined in Section 7.4 
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c) The effective management of knowledge holds potential to privilege the 

influence of knowledge in planning and decision-making processes. 

However, there is a paucity of knowledge in the existing literature with 

respect to knowledge management in both live organisational settings 

and in water utility planning and decision-making processes. Study C 

was developed to address this gap in our understanding and the 

contributions of this research to knowledge are outlined in Section 7.5.  

 

7.3 Water utility practitioner motivations for public 

participation in their planning and decision-making 

The literature has argued that motivational clarity is a key driver of the choices 

made throughout all stages of participatory approaches, and consequently 

determines the extent of influence privileged to the knowledge gained in 

planning and decision-making practices. This thesis posed two research 

questions in this context:  

 

a) What do water utility practitioners believe to be the purpose of public 

participation in water utility planning and decision-making? 

b) Do water utility practitioner views reveal factors that promote or constrain 

greater clarity of motivation? 

 

Findings generated from this research have provisioned these questions to be 

addressed at an organisational level but, as has been described in Section 

6.4.1, recruitment of the anticipated sample population from across the sector 

(non-inclusive of the sponsoring organisation) was unsuccessful. This research 

has generated evidence for the presence of all four rationales for public 

participation in the literature (Fiorino, 1990; Wesselink et al., 2011). This 

research has generated evidence that suggests the dominance of instrumental 

and legalistic rationales for public participation (or customer engagement as it is 
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referred to by practitioners within the sponsoring organisation). This both 

provides a novel contribution through the addition of a complementary water 

utility practitioner perspective to the existing understanding of practitioner 

motivations for public participation. It also corroborates findings from similar 

studies from the fields of environmental policy and local transport planning. The 

commensurability of these findings with these studies provides some 

confidence to their veracity yet, despite this, they cannot be presented as 

representative of the views of practitioners operating in other water utilities 

within the sector. The research also demonstrated that substantive and 

normative rationales are rarely used by water utility practitioners to describe the 

purpose of public participation. Where these rationales were observed, they 

were typically held by those in roles (such as water resources management or 

wastewater infrastructure contexts), whereby ‘alternative’ modes of 

management responses (such as those identified in Section 1.2.1) hold 

potential to gain greater traction (compared to other functional areas. This is an 

encouraging finding given the importance of practitioner / organisation and 

public cogeneration of knowledge will be in these cases (Roux et al., 2006; 

Partidario & Sheate, 2013). Normative rationales for customer engagement 

were rare and reflected that customers, as recipients of a monopoly water and 

wastewater service, have a right to be engaged about the services they receive. 

It is clear, then that this findings generated in this thesis have addressed 

Research Question 1a.  

 

In addition to corroborating the presence of theoretical rationales for 

participative processes in the context of water utility planning and decision-

making, it has generated findings that present the organisational practices 

adopted for the acquisition and application of knowledge as commensurate with 

the expressed views of practitioners. This further supports the literatures 

construction of motivational clarity as a driver for choices made within the 

participative process (Stirling, 2008; Wesselink et al., 2011). In considering 

Research Question 1b, the research has generated clear evidence to suggest 
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that Ofwat, as the economic regulator, is a significant promoting factor for 

practitioner responses through both its role in generating the planning and 

decision-making methodology and also through their determination of the 

quality of water utility business plans and thus how much water utilities can 

charge their customers. Similarly, a strong top-down influence within the 

organisation appears to have embedded a propensity towards regulatory 

compliance as an organisational norm, reflecting similar top-down influences as 

observed in the electricity sector (Cotton & Devine-Wright, 2012).  

 

The review of the case for the adoption of participative practices in the 

environmental public participation literature demonstrates a propensity towards 

the deployment of normative and substantive rationales. For example, the case 

for public participation promoted on the basis that current approaches are over-

reliant on monetisation and a subscription to a narrow value theory removed 

from social context and inconsistent observed behaviours represents normative 

rationales for its adoption (Spash et al., 2005; Bebbington et al., 2007; Bell, 

2015; Brown et al., 2009; Bell & Aitken, 2008; Ravetz, 2005; Gleick, 2000; 

Munda, 2004; Lach et al., 2005; Holmes & Scoones, 2000; Cass, 2006); (O'Neill 

& Spash, 2000). Furthermore, cases for public participation based on an over-

reliance on expert knowledge at the expense of stakeholder and lay-knowledge, 

and a recognition that the knowledge potentially required to ensure the success 

of increasingly ‘alternative’ water and wastewater management responses 

exists beyond the water utility realm, (Holmes & Scoones, 2000; Cass, 2006; 

O'Neill & Spash, 2000; Jansky et al., 2005; Ravetz, 2005; Bell, 2015; Hurlimann 

& Dolnicar, 2010; Brown et al., 2009; Aitken et al., 2014; Bell & Aitken, 2008). 

Similarly, substantive and normative rationales form the basis of key water and 

environmental management literature such as The Rio Declaration on the 

Environment (United Nations, 1992) or the Water Framework Directive 

(European Union, 2000). Section 2.4 has also considered the rationales 

presented by Ofwat for its greater emphasis on water utility customer 

engagement and found that it promotes normative, substantive and instrumental 
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rationales for its introduction. Instrumental rationales are promoted on the basis 

that they require quantitative evidence that customers accept the company’s 

business plan and that this evidence has been collected using independent 

experts (Ofwat, 2011, p.7) It also argues that customer engagement will 

provision the exploration of sustainable solutions and investment approaches 

and that customers need to be engaged “…not simply as recipients of services, 

but as participants in innovative and sustainable solutions” (Ofwat, 2011, p.11) 

These examples in particular are highlighted as, as has been demonstrated in 

this research, practitioner rationales and, therefore resulting choices regarding 

participative process design, do not appear to suggest full commensurability 

with these anticipated benefits. Whilst substantive rationales were observed in 

this study, they were infrequently expressed across the practitioner sample. 

Similarly, normative rationales raised by Ofwat relating to distributive justice and 

the public request for a ‘voice’ on all issues affecting their bills were not 

observed in this study. Whilst these findings only reflect the views of 

practitioners within one water utility within the sector, it raises some concerns 

about the extent to which Ofwat’s ambitions for customer engagement (or public 

participation) will be realised if these findings were to be reflective of views 

across the sector.  

 

As has already been outlined, Ofwat and the dominance of top-down decision-

making within the organisation were credited with fostering the dominance of 

instrumental and legalistic rationales observed in this study. Studies by Tewdwr-

Jones & Allmendinger, (1998) and Wesselink et al., (2011) also attribute an 

observed dominance of instrumental and legalistic rationales to hierarchical 

frameworks that privilege top-down decision-making and are thus reflections of 

their relative position within this hierarchy and the implicit departure that 

participative approaches create (Wesselink et al., 2011). Whilst the practitioner 

motivations for public participation suggested within this study appear to be 

incongruent with some of those motivations expressed by Ofwat, if the 

commensurability of instrumental rationales expressed by both Ofwat and water 
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utility practitioners is considered further, it could be argued to be a reflection of 

the focus of the legacy of regulatory frameworks deployed in the sector. The 

regulatory framework, in which the sponsoring organisation and water utilities 

within the water sector in England and Wales are exposed, represents the 

primary route by which water utilities can set their prices (the Price Review 

process) and Ofwat, as a result, has garnered a strong culture of regulatory 

compliance within the sector. The quinquennial nature of the Price Review 

process has seen an incremental influence of customer knowledge within the 

regulatory framework, firstly, at PR09 with the introduction of CBA (and the 

associated use of Stated Preference surveys to facilitate the generation of 

benefit values) (Ofwat, 2008) and now at PR14 with the introduction of an 

Outcomes regulatory regime (Ofwat, 2013) with customer engagement reported 

to be a central consideration in their determination approach (Ofwat, 2011). The 

slow accretion of customer ‘voice’ in water utility planning and decision-making 

demonstrates a timid institutional response to the case for greater public 

participation in these contexts, reflecting similarities with findings generated by 

Lach et al., (2005) in the context of water utilities in the US. This study suggests 

that it is this regulatory framework to which water utilities are exposed that 

represents a significant driver for legalistic rationales. Examining more closely 

the mechanisms of the Price Review processes, whilst the PR14 process goes 

further than at PR09 with the introduction of ODIs and water utility-led 

Acceptability Testing, it remains focused on justification and evidencing water 

utility Outcome proposals. Whilst advocating additional engagement with water 

utility customers, it does not provide a structured route for this information to 

directly influence planning and decision-making processes as part of the Price 

Review; instead it states that it will not prescribe a method for the acquisition 

and application of this in water utility practices. The practices adopted by the 

sponsoring organisation evidenced by this research, whilst having 

demonstrated the acquisition of customer knowledge through the deployment of 

non-econometric routes, it has shown that this had limited impact with 

practitioners and was reportedly used mostly in supporting the authoring of the 

Business Plan text. This research argues that is potentially representative of 
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legacy behaviour; that without clear direction and remit from the regulator 

customer knowledge is relegated to a supporting role.  

 

 The PR14 process as it stands provides limited structure for the achievement 

of substantive or normative benefits of customer engagement as anticipated by 

Ofwat. It provides an open remit for water utilities to develop their own practices 

that present the opportunity of achieving substantive and normative benefits as 

anticipated by Ofwat. It is questioned, the extent to which water utilities would 

re-define their organisational practices to such an extent that it is not aligned to 

a specific regulated process (Bickerstaff & Walker, 2001; Wesselink et al., 

2011) and with no real incentive for them to do so (i.e. doesn’t form part of the 

regulatory mechanism). For example, the exploration of sustainable schemes 

such as SUDS require broad input and buy-in from customers and stakeholders 

unlike more conventional solutions, which are covered by the water utilities legal 

powers for their delivery. On the basis of the findings from this research, this 

thesis tentatively argues that for Ofwat’s views on the broader benefits of 

customer engagement to be realised, water utilities, as the main providers of 

water and wastewater investment, need to be subject to regulatory frameworks 

that have embedded the need to be motivated by such benefits in order for it to 

drive its practices. Ofwat needs to be able to capitalise on the culture of 

regulatory compliance and dependence to better enhance the change of water 

utilities adopting such approaches to meet their needs. Similar 

recommendations have been made in the fields of local transport planning 

(Bickerstaff & Walker, 2001). The influence Ofwat privileged to customers views 

in its own determination was also called into question by practitioners within this 

study. Practitioners in the sponsoring organisation stated that, despite them 

presenting a Business Plan supported by customer preferences and 

acceptability as set out in the PR14 methodology (Ofwat, 2014), Ofwat critiqued 

the level of ambition demonstrated in their proposals which disregarded the 

expressed preferences of customers. On the basis of Ofwat’s critique, 

investment proposals and their ODIs were amended, privileging customer views 
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and acceptability less influence. This clearly highlights the need for greater 

clarity with respect to the role Ofwat anticipates customer knowledge playing in 

water utility business planning. This thesis argues that, whilst the substantive 

and normative motivations for the introduction of customer engagement outlined 

by Ofwat were to some extent incongruent with the practices deployed by the 

sponsoring organisation, motivational clarity was observed with respect to 

instrumental rationales, calling into question then why the organisations plans, 

which documented well evidenced customer support were not considered to 

reflect ambition. Rather than motivational clarity within the organisation, or even 

between the organisation and Ofwat, this research instead suggests that it is 

Ofwat who lack a clear motivation for the use of customer knowledge in water 

utility business planning and thus constraining the extent of its influence in 

planning and decision-making outcomes. On the basis of these findings it is 

suggested that water utilities are unlikely to be motivated to engage with 

customers until there is a clearer statement of intent as to how customer 

engagement practices will be taken into account in the regulatory mechanism.  

 

In considering these findings in the broader context of this research in relation 

to the effective institutionalisation of participative planning and decision-making 

this study has demonstrated the importance of a clear purpose or motivation 

and the impact this can have on achieving the anticipated benefits of the use of 

these approaches. It makes a case for wider adoption of clear motivation or 

purpose as a criterion of effectiveness such as that adopted by (Conley & 

Moote, 2003).  

 



 

 297

7.4 The influence of participatory mechanisms and preference 

formation on the outputs from participatory mechanisms in 

water sector planning and decision-making processes in 

England and Wales 

The literature has argued that that the selection of appropriate mechanisms 

through careful characterisation (Rowe & Frewer, 2000) and through 

establishing a clear fit between mechanism and purpose (including using a 

mixed methods approach) (Väntänen & Marttunen, 2005; Glass, 1979; Newig et 

al., 2008; Reed, 2008; Fish et al., 2011; Lynam et al., 2007; Glicken, 2000; 

Rowe & Frewer, 2000; Petts & Leach, 2000) whilst also provisioning sufficient 

time and resources is argued to foster effective participation (Reed, 2008; 

Amerasinghe et al., 2008; New Economics Foundation, 1998). However, the 

literature does not consider the influence of mechanism selection where 

multiple methods are employed within the same planning and decision-making 

context. This research therefore posed the following research question: 

 

a) Does the type of participatory mechanism influence the outputs these 

mechanisms generate in terms of the expressed views of customers for 

water and wastewater services?  

 

The findings from study A, as discussed in Section 4.11, have provisioned this 

research question to be addressed. The nature of the findings generated in this 

study warranted further exploration to improve the veracity of their contribution; 

study B provided this opportunity and provisioned a broader contribution in 

addressing the influence of participatory mechanisms and preference formation 

on the outputs from participatory mechanisms in water services providing useful 

insight commensurate with the Research Objective Two of this thesis.  

 

The use of inter-mechanism variation and intra-mechanism variation in Study A 

as an analytical tool to explore the influence of elicitation mechanism selection 
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represented a novel, yet cautious, contribution into their influence on the 

expressed views of customers for water and wastewater service delivery. It 

found that, whilst intra-mechanism variation was relatively consistent, when 

three elicitation mechanisms (individual prioritisation, group prioritisation and 

participatory budgeting) were analysed in terms of inter-mechanism variation 

that the budgeting mechanisms represented a significant pre-cursor of variation. 

More subtle variations in expressed preferences between individual and group 

prioritisation mechanisms were also observed. In the context of the Research 

Question posed by this thesis it was posited that a potential driver of the 

observed variation between participatory budgeting outputs and those 

generated through individual and group mechanisms was the introduction of a 

bill impact component to the information provided to participants as part of this 

activity based on the results observed in Table 4-8. It also suggested that the 

subtle variation in preferences observed between individual and group variation 

was a result of the variant approach to opinion formation i.e. whether it 

privileged the convergence or divergence of opinion.  

 

Study B set out to explore further the influence of bill impact, as a feature of 

mechanism design, in driving expressed preferences. This was explored in the 

context of establishing customer acceptability across fifteen investment 

scenarios for water and wastewater services, each with a bill impact and LoS 

impact. The aim of this study was, therefore, to identify the extent to which the 

conclusions drawn in relation to Study A were observed in a comparable 

context. These findings also represent a novel contribution to the existing 

academic literature (acknowledging that WTP studies and other commensurate 

research are generated within water utility organisations) qualitatively exploring 

domestic customer acceptability across a range of investment scenarios using 

bill impact and improvements to Levels of Service as the basis of the 

discussion.  
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The findings this study (Study B) generated suggested that the explanation of 

bill impact for the variation in expressed preferences observed following 

analysis of inter-mechanism variation could not be supported. Whilst cost has 

played a role in determining the extent of acceptability expressed by 

participants, it often does not represent the driving motivation for their choices. 

The results suggested that customers demonstrated a range of rationales for 

determining the acceptability of investment proposals including: bill impact 

versus proposed scope of improvement; cause and impact of service failure, the 

perceived benefits of investment and value for money. However, findings from 

this study are commensurate with findings from study A in that the use of 

‘importance’ as a sole determinant of customer preference will likely yield a 

relatively undifferentiated set of priorities for water and wastewater attributes of 

service as demonstrated in Figure 5.1. As Table 5-4 outlines, there are only 

marginal differences between eleven of the fifteen attributes of service. This 

lack of differentiation is commensurate with a lack of variation in participant 

responses in Study A where importance was the key determinant of preference 

(i.e. in the individual and group prioritisation activities).  

 

This research argues that it is the decision-making mechanisms embedded 

within variant participatory mechanisms that present the greatest opportunity to 

influence the outputs these mechanisms generate in terms of the expressed 

views of customers for water and wastewater services. These findings provide 

some support for poor functional equivalence as a driver for a perceived lack of 

effectiveness of participatory approaches (Rowe & Frewer, 2005). Whilst some 

participatory mechanisms offer highly structured approaches (i.e. a citizens jury 

or ‘Future Search’ (Involve, 2005)) other demonstrate a lack of formal process 

by which these mechanisms are employed. Using examples of participatory 

mechanisms reported to have been used by water utilities at PR14, in this case 

deliberative workshop or deliberative groups or a deliberative forums (See 

Table A1-1), other than the use of deliberation, these mechanisms are flexible 

to the needs of those deploying them. In other words, a deliberative group could 
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be used by one organisation to explore preferences for water and wastewater 

services using relative importance, then, as part of the same planning and 

decision-making process deploy a deliberative forum again to explore 

preferences for wastewater services but instead ask customers to express their 

preferences for water and wastewater services using relative bill impacts and 

service improvements. To make further use of this this example, this research 

argues that it is not the explicit use of a deliberative group or a deliberative 

forum that determines the extent of variation exhibited in the expressed 

preferences of both groups but instead the use of ‘importance’ or ‘trade-offs’ (or 

other variant vehicles for preference elicitation) as the primary vehicle of 

preference. The use of variant vehicles for preference formation will likely yield 

divergent results where findings compared are generated in a mixed 

mechanism context such as those exhibited by water utilities at PR14 (See 

Table A2-1 in Appendix A). This research therefore corroborates the existing 

guidance within the literature with the need for clear purpose and understanding 

of the characteristics of the mechanism intended for deployment (Rowe & 

Frewer, 2000). This research also emphasis that, where mixed mechanisms are 

to be employed within the same planning and decision-making context, in 

particular where mechanisms privilege the practitioner greater control of content 

and structure (i.e. where the mechanism does not explicitly follow pre-

determined sequence of activities or protocol), greater consideration of the 

potential influence of the role the preference vehicle can play in influencing the 

findings generated will be important.  

 

The findings from Study A and B, together, also identified other presentational 

issues that can play a role in determining the outputs generated. Study A and B 

have identified the need for domestic water customers to be provisioned with 

significant information and resources in order for them to form their views. This 

provides empirical evidence supporting the importance of this criteria in the 

public participation evaluation literature. In discussing the findings generated 

from Study A, it was postulated that in the case of the group prioritisation 
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activity, those participants exhibited a reluctance to engage in discussion as a 

result of insufficient information and stimulus material. The design of study B 

purposefully incorporated significantly more information that participants could 

reflect on during the process and this yielded improved levels of engagement in 

discussions. Additionally, the findings from study A argued for the need to 

increase complexity over time to facilitate a slow familiarisation with the material 

to ensure the validity of the responses being captured. It is suggested that this 

is especially important in the context of water and wastewater service delivery 

whereby domestic customers reportedly take these services for granted and 

therefore potentially don’t hold highly differentiated preferences (Kelay et al., 

2008). Further findings from Study B also generated presentational 

recommendations, albeit specific to the exploration of preferences for water and 

wastewater services. The research called for consideration to be given to 

attribute sequencing and the provision of information to customers detailing how 

bills are formed and how customers are protected. Furthermore, greater 

consideration for the presentation of investment scenarios in these types of 

activities particularly around the presentation of service failures is encouraged. 

Comparable presentation should be generated for each investment scenario as 

much as possible to ensure framing bias is not affecting the validity of the 

results collected; it is acknowledged that this may require collaboration across 

variant service attributes. An example might be in the way that improvements to 

service are measured i.e. in customers or properties. The research 

demonstrated the use of ‘reduction in complaints’ as a metric of improvement 

was not well received amongst participants. In summary, with respect to the 

Research Question (2a) posed, this research has generated evidence to 

suggest that characteristics inherent to variant participatory mechanisms are 

more significant in generating variation in customer expressed preferences than 

the explicit mechanism itself. It provided evidence for the need for considerable 

attention in assessing the preference vehicle inherent in different mechanisms, 

particularly where used in multi-mechanism contexts, arguably placing more 

demands on the skills of those practitioners responsible for mechanism 

selection. Furthermore, it presented considerations relating to characteristics of 
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participative mechanisms for eliciting preferences or priorities for water and 

wastewater service attributes, providing a useful contribution to practice.  

In considering these findings in the broader context of this research, i.e. the 

effective institutionalisation of participative planning and decision-making, this 

study has demonstrated the relevance of a number of the effectiveness criteria 

identified in Table 2-2 associated with the definition and agreement of a project 

plan, and the logistics stages. Those criteria which Studies A and B 

demonstrate particular support for include: the importance of consistency of 

practices (Conrad et al., 2011); the need for adequate time available to 

participants (Petts et al., 2003; Webler & Tuler, 2000; Conrad et al., 2011); the 

need for adequate access to information (Aldred & Jacobs, 2000; Beierle, 2002; 

Blackstock et al., 2007; Chilvers, 2008; Conrad et al., 2011; Frewer et al., 2000; 

Kallis et al., 2006; Laurian & Shaw, 2009; Petts & Leach, 2000; Petts, 2001; 

Rowe & Frewer, 2000; Rowe & Frewer, 2004; Tuler & Webler, 1999; Webler & 

Tuler, 2001; Webler & Tuler, 2000) which also goes hand in hand with ensuring 

that participants understand the issues and the implications of their choices 

(Carnes et al., 1998); the opportunity for participants to have access to experts 

whom they can challenge should this be deemed necessary (Chilvers, 2008; 

Petts et al., 2003; Petts & Leach, 2000; Petts, 2001; Rowe et al., 2004; Webler 

& Tuler, 2000). However, whilst mechanism choice already features frequently 

in participative planning and decision-making evaluative studies as is 

demonstrated in Table 2-2, studies A and B have made a case for greater 

granularity of this criteria for multi-mechanism contexts with respect to 

understanding the characteristics of participative mechanisms and 

understanding the ability of these characteristics in achieving the identified 

purpose of the participative process.  

 

7.5 Exploring the use and influence of customer contributions 

to water sector planning and decision-making 

The knowledge management literature has argued that the existence of 

accumulated knowledge does not guarantee its use (Elton & Wolfe, 2012). With 
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the Public Participation literature having focused heavily on participatory 

mechanism development and thus the generation of participatory outcomes, 

comparatively little consideration has been given to the management of the 

knowledge acquired on reaching the sponsoring organisation. When 

considering the deployment of some participatory mechanisms developed 

privilege the public significant decision-making power (Arnstien, 1969), the 

sheer range of participatory mechanisms available renders knowledge 

management a necessary consideration in the deployment of participative 

processes. Water utilities in England and Wales recently completed the PR14 

Business Planning process, which required them to acquire and apply customer 

knowledge as part of their planning and decision-making. This introduction 

represents a significant variation to practice. Whilst water utilities have limited 

experience in the acquisition of customer knowledge, the primary variation has 

been introduced with the extent and range of customer knowledge that water 

utilities were required to apply in its practices. This provided a timely opportunity 

to explore practices deployed in the organisation for the management of 

customer knowledge.  

 

The use of a practitioner-led assessment of knowledge management practices 

has privileged a novel insight into this field and has provisioned a unique 

contribution to the literature with respect to knowledge management in a water 

utility’s ‘live’ business planning process. Typical studies in this field have used a 

researcher-led approach to explore knowledge management practices. 

However, similar to Cotton & Devine-Wright, (2012), Johnson & Chess, (2006) 

and Chess & Johnson, (2006), this study has used the views of practitioners in 

an organisational setting to lead the exploration of practices and identify factors 

they personally believe to have impacted the use and influence of customer 

knowledge. Similar to Cotton & Devine-Wright, (2012), this study has used 

semi-structured interviews as the primary research method to capture 

practitioner views provisioning original insight into the practices adopted within 

the organisation and factors that have acted to foster and / or promote effective 
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practices. This contrasts with Chess & Johnson, (2006) and Johnson & Chess, 

(2006) whereby Q methodology was deployed, limiting the emergence of 

context specific issues. Practitioners recruited to participate within the 

sponsoring organisation were highly receptive to the aims of this study. For 

some it represented an opportunity to reflect on the rationales driving the 

practices employed within the organisation at PR14. One practitioner stated: 

“I think as a result of your interview, I’ll probably go away and do a 

lot of thinking because these are good questions” (813_020) p3 

 

This evidences a positive impact of these types of study for both author and 

participant. The presentation of an opportunity to reflect on the norms of their 

practices promotes double-loop learning which forms an important component 

in building capacity within organisations (and practitioners) responsible for 

resources management (Jinnings et al., 2007; McIntosh & Taylor, 2013) and 

recognised as a key feature of effective participative processes (Petts et al., 

2003; Conrad et al., 2011). 

 

This research demonstrated a dualistic approach to the management of 

customer knowledge within the organisation. As has been outlined in Section 

6.6.2 the organisation exhibited significantly more collaborative practices with 

the CCG than within the organisation. Research by Mostert et al. (2010) argue 

that factors such as close interaction, the use of meetings with a specific intent 

and limited numbers of people are a few of many factors that promote effective 

exchange of knowledge and may account for the observed practices. Yet, as 

has been outlined in Section 6.6.2, practitioners did not identify significant levels 

of collaborative or co-generative practices during the Price Review with only two 

being identified. This is important as Partidario & Sheate (2013) argues actors 

are more likely to use knowledge where they were involved as equal partners in 

its creation. Similarly, Raymond et al., (2010) argues that the use of knowledge 

is influenced by an understanding of how it is created thus making collaborative 
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practices in the early stages of participative proves design in interdisciplinary 

areas such as water utilities and important practice. The findings outlined in 

Section 6.6.2 support this finding. If water utilities are to be able to provision the 

development of more effective water and wastewater strategies including 

sustainable and innovative solutions as a result of the incorporation of customer 

engagement as is anticipated by Ofwat (Ofwat, 2011), water utility organisations 

need to be able to build the capacity within their practices and their practitioners 

to facilitate the fusion of customer knowledge with their own through experiential 

learning processes or in other words embedding collaborative practices as 

behavioural norms within the organisation (Roux et al., 2006).  

 

Sections 6.6.2 identifies a range of factors constraining effective knowledge 

management practices within the organisation. Focusing on a few key themes 

here, the organisational deployment of formalised processes for the synthesis of 

WTP and Acceptability Testing data has, through the embedment of these 

practices as organisational norms defined to practitioners the significance of 

these customer engagement outputs and thus influenced, in part, practitioner 

views as to what customer knowledge is and what is not meaningful as part of 

the PR14 process (Newig et al., 2008). Whilst the embedment of processes has 

been well received amongst practitioners as they avert a substantial impact on 

embedded routines, this research argues that it has shifted their attention away 

from the use of non-econometric customer engagement, which represent 

mechanisms more commensurate with the principles of public participation and 

represents a lost opportunity for practitioner to further develop their practices 

(Maiello et al., 2013; Fazey et al., 2005). Similarly, the use of knowledge 

brokers as the primary co-ordinators, transformers and disseminators of 

customer knowledge within the organisation (Reed et al., 2013; Partidario & 

Sheate, 2013), has further reduced their involvement and exposure to this type 

of knowledge, the implications of which have been well documented in 

Section6.6.2.  The culture of regulatory compliance within the organisation has 

been discussed at length in Section 7.3 and it is necessary to reiterate here the 
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influence that Ofwat also have on organisations knowledge management 

practices through the regulatory framework it outlines in its PR14 methodology 

statement (Ofwat, 2013) and the determinations it sets (Ofwat, 2014). They 

represent a significant external influence on the management of customer 

knowledge in water utility planning and decision-making. Finally, the legacy of 

technocratic and reductionist approaches to water and wastewater investment 

planning within the water sector were observed with respect to the dominant 

skill sets and their distribution within the organisation. Whilst these approaches 

privileged technical specialisms and the management of resources through the 

development of specialised areas (Pahl-Wostl et al., 2011) or ‘silos’, the need 

for multi-stakeholder, multi-disciplinary and pluralistic forms of knowledge are 

well established in the literature as being necessary to build adaptive capacity 

within institutional practices. The current techno-centric skill sets and 

organisational structure represent a significant constraint for knowledge 

management practices.  

 

In considering the broader implications of these findings in the context of 

exploring factors affecting the effective institutionalisation of participative 

planning and decision-making it is necessary to reflect back on  Section 6.6.2 

which reported the outcome of a rationalisation exercise undertaken in the 

analysis of the findings from Study C whereby the key factors identified to be 

fostering or constraining effective knowledge management in this study were 

mapped across to existing public participation effectiveness criteria identified in 

Table 2-3.  In undertaking this exercise the path dependencies between 

decisions made in each stage of the participative process become very clear i.e. 

the effectiveness of an organisations knowledge management is contingent on 

effective definition and planning stages. In conducting this exercise deficiencies 

in existing public participation criteria were identified and additional 

effectiveness criteria suggested. Whilst they have been generated on the basis 

of an organisation focused study they provide a useful contribution to an area of 

public participation research which has otherwise received limited attention. 



 

 307

They have generated supplementary criteria for further consideration by general 

public participation practitioners or those within water utility contexts.  Table 

E11-1 in Appendix E outlines the proposed additions. 

 





 

 309

8 CONCLUSIONS 

8.1 Satisfaction of the thesis aim 

This thesis has focused on the practices that influence the effective 

institutionalisation of public participation in water sector planning and decision-

making in England and Wales. It has been argued that by better understanding 

the factors that promote or constrain effective public participation in this context 

it may assist in the development of improved practices and the development of 

more effective policies and strategies for the delivery of water and wastewater 

services. This aim has been addressed through undertaking empirical research 

with both domestic water customers and practitioners of the organisation 

sponsoring this research. As Section 6.4.1 outlined, attempts to engage with 

practitioners from across the water sector in England and wales were 

unsuccessful preventing a sector-wide set of findings being developed. Whilst 

this has hindered the achievement of the scope of this thesis, the findings 

generated present a useful contribution to this field and present scope for 

further study.  

 

8.1.1 Research Question 1a conclusions 

This research question has been addressed through Study C. It generated 

evidence of four distinct rationales for public participation in water utility 

planning and decision-making used by practitioners of the sponsoring 

organisation. It provides empirical evidence for both the relevance of these 

rationales to water utility planning and decision-making and supports existing 

evidence for the dominance of instrumental and, to a lesser extent, legalistic 

motivations for the adoption of these practices. The dominance of these 

perspectives has been argued to be commensurate with conventional modes of 

water and wastewater management; a reflection of a legacy of techno-rational 

approaches and dominance of regulatory frameworks. The failure of this study 

to provide evidence reflective of practitioners across the water sector in England 

and Wales constrains the generalisability of these findings with potential for 
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them to reflect organisation-specific challenges. But, their alignment to similar 

observations of dominance of instrumental motivations in comparable 

hierarchical settings and planning contexts provides some support for their 

veracity.  

 

8.1.2 Research Question 1b conclusions 

This study has provided evidence to support the dominance of instrumental 

motivations as a clear driver of organisational practices. It has isolated the 

hierarchical nature of the organisation and strong regulatory influences as 

promoting the dominance of this perspective. It has also generated insight to 

suggest that the regulatory mechanisms have constrained the breadth of 

achievement of Ofwat’s ambitions due to a lack of structure and incentive 

relative to the achievement of normative and substantive rationales, and instead 

driving a focus on validation and expert-driven processes. The findings also 

provide evidence for a legacy of regulator dependence constraining 

independent action. The research tentatively suggests that, capitalising on 

regulatory dependence, provisioning greater structure within regulatory 

mechanisms for the provision of Ofwat’s substantive and normative motivations 

to be realised may be necessary. Furthermore, reflecting practitioner views on 

the basis of Ofwat’s pre-qualification assessments, it is recommended that they 

explore the motivational clarity of their own practices with respect to customer 

engagement.  

 

8.1.3 Research Question 2 conclusions 

This research question was addressed in Study A and B. These studies 

presented mixed findings with respect to the influence of participatory 

mechanisms in generating the expressed views of customers for water and 

wastewater services. Study A provides a comparative evaluation of elicitation 

mechanisms and showed high variation of preferences when bill impact was a 

feature of mechanism design. Yet, further exploration of this finding in Study B 
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generated findings that did not support this conclusion. Whilst the studies did 

not provide conclusive evidence to support the influence of mechanism design 

on expressed preferences, both studies generated insight to suggest the 

importance of features of mechanism design in exploring customer preferences 

for water and wastewater services. In particular, the preference formation 

vehicle as a feature of mechanism design was recommended to be an 

important consideration in mechanism selection, particularly where multiple 

mechanisms are to be used in the same planning and decision context or where 

the mechanisms selected exhibit little internal structure thus privileging 

practitioner’s relative freedom in their design. Furthermore, it provided evidence 

to support the need for adequate resources and time in exploring customer 

preferences whilst also providing insight into the importance of attribute 

sequencing and presentation where service failure and bill impact are used as a 

mode of exploring relative customer preferences across a range of water and 

wastewater attributes.  

 

8.1.4 Research Question 3a  

Study C generated insight into knowledge management practices in the 

sponsoring organisations participative planning and decision-making at PR14. 

The findings suggest that the stages of the process are largely commensurate 

with a broad model presented in the literature but that practitioner and 

organisational characteristics and behaviours within this process, in addition to 

external influence, constrained the extent to which knowledge exchange 

practices, as a recommended practice for participative planning and decision-

making contexts were observed. The adoption of a practitioner-centred 

approach to this study revealed a lack of evaluative practices and opportunities 

for reflection as practitioner and organisational norms constraining potential for 

double-loop learning, which is key to developing the organisational capacity 

required to effectively manage knowledge generated from participative 

approaches. The failure to capture the views of practitioners across the sector 
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as part of this study constrains the findings as relevant to the sponsoring 

organisation.  

 

8.1.5 Research Question 3b conclusions 

Study C demonstrated the relevance of factors promoting or constraining 

effective knowledge management practices to the context of the sponsoring 

organisations participative planning and decision-making; an example of a 

large-scale organisation and a ‘live’ planning process. It generated insight into 

factors promoting and constraining effective knowledge management at each 

stage of the process. Factors identified as representing significant influence 

included: the embedment of practitioner routines, organisational norms, and the 

external influence of regulators and stakeholders. Furthermore, the dominance 

of technical skill sets of practitioner involved in the process and the grouping of 

these skill sets within the organisational structure were significant barriers to 

effective collaboration. The failure to capture the views of practitioners across 

the sector as part of this study constrains the findings as relevant to the 

sponsoring organisation. Reflecting findings back to the effectiveness criteria 

literature, this study has generated additional criteria for consideration in public 

participation practices.  

 

8.2 Summary of primary contributions 

The primary contributions drawn from this study are outlined in Table 8-1 

Table 8-1 Summary of contributions 

Description Research objectives / 
questions 

Chapter 

The research provides a novel contribution to the 
current field of public participation by examining these 
practices in the context of water utility water and 
wastewater service delivery 

1a, 1b, 2a, 3a, and 3b 4 ,5, 6 

This research corroborated existing studies in the 
literature demonstrating the dominance of instrumental 
and legalistic rationales for public participation 

1a 6 
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amongst practitioners responsible for the plan delivery 

The research provides unique contribution into the 
motivations of a single water utility’s practitioners for 
the use of public participation in planning and 
decision-making  

1a 6 

This research confirms the influence of hierarchical 
frameworks and top-down management influences as 
key factors fostering instrumental and legalistic 
rationales for public participation  

1b 6 

This research has generated an indicative insight into 
inter and intra mechanism reliability of elicitation 
mechanisms in the context of domestic customer 
preferences for water and wastewater service delivery 

2a 4 

This research has tested the findings generated 
through inter-mechanism analysis to identify whether 
this findings was observed in a comparable context 

2 5 

This research has provided a novel contribution into 
the rationales used by domestic customers for 
determining the acceptability of water and wastewater 
service attributes in water utility planning in England 
and Wales 

2 5 

The research has generated recommendations for the 
future design of activities exploring domestic customer 
preferences for water and wastewater service delivery 

2, 2a 4, 5 

This research has provided a novel water utility 
focused contribution to the existing scholarship on 
practitioner-led insights into organisational barriers for 
public participation  

3a, 3b 6 

This research has identified knowledge management 
processes in operation in a single water utility PR14 
planning and decision-making process and, in doing 
so, corroborated the relevance of factors expressed as 
promoting and constraining knowledge management 
practise to organisational settings 

3a 6 

This research has generated a set of evaluative 
criteria reflecting factors that have been identified as 
fostering or constraining knowledge management in 
participative planning and decision-making in water 
utilities applicable to practitioners within the sector and 
more broadly 

3b 6 

 

8.3  A review of research quality  

A full review of the strategies employed within this research to ensure the 

reliability and the validity of both the research process, and the findings 

generated has been provided in Section 3.5 and Appendix B. It has also 

acknowledged, where applicable, limitations of practices with respect to both 
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reliability and validity. Chapters 3, 4, 5, and 6 are demonstrative of the lengths 

the author has gone to, to ensure clearly defined research methodologies are 

available for review. A common thread throughout this thesis has been the 

strong collaboration with the sponsoring organisation of this research and the 

interconnected nature of this research and their live planning and decision-

making process. Studies A and B in particular were constrained to some degree 

by this interconnection, constraining the authors freedom with respect to the 

academic content explored.  Similarly, as has been recognised throughout 

Chapters 4 and 5, the use of Market Research Professionals for the recruitment 

and data collection phases of these studies required sensitive research design 

to mitigate any biases and quality issues this introduced.  

 

Whilst external reliability of this research has been considered in Section 3.5, 

the generalisability of these research findings warrants a brief discussion. The 

sample population for each study has been extensively reported and carefully 

constructed. It should be reiterated that this study was concerned only with the 

contributions of domestic customers from the sponsoring organisation. Whilst 

SME customers formed part of the Study A pilot study, the results made it clear 

that for clarity throughout the research the contributions of domestic customers 

would form the primary focus.  Secondly, whilst attempts were made to set two 

of the research questions posed in this thesis in the wider water sector of 

England and Wales, the recruitment of participants from this sample was 

unsuccessful (for reasons outlined in Section 6.4.1). The findings generated 

from this research are therefore very much rooted within the context of the 

sponsoring organisation. Whilst, no claims are made as to the generalisability of 

this research in reflecting the views of their customers or practitioners operating 

in other water utilities in England and Wales, this research does provides a set 

of findings which can be transferred / translated to this broader context in which 

to explore further their reliability.  
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8.4 An agenda for future research 

Through exploring practices that hold potential to influence the effective 

institutionalisation of public participation in the water sector in England and 

Wales, this thesis endeavoured to provide new insight to the field of public 

participation to assist in the future development of improved practices and thus 

contributing to the development of more effective policies and strategies for the 

delivery of water and wastewater services.  

Focusing initially on the agenda for future research within the water sector, the 

thesis aimed to provide a sector-scale contribution to the understanding of 

practitioner motivations for public participation in water utility planning and 

decision-making and similarly to gain insight into sector-wide knowledge 

management practices. However, as has been explained in Section 6.4.1 only 

an organisational-scale perspective has been achieved. So, whilst this has 

provided a useful starting point into developing a greater understanding of 

issues relating to the institutionalisation of public participation in water utilities, it 

represents only the views of one organisation. Understandably then, the first 

recommendation for further research is that this research should be scaled up 

to the include practitioners from across the sector. This will provision insight into 

the reliability and validity of the results presented within this thesis at a sector 

scale. Secondly, this thesis recommends the assessment of evaluation 

approaches adopted by stakeholders and regulators in determining the 

effectiveness of participative planning and decision-making efforts of water 

utilities in England and Wales. This would provide a complementary perspective 

to the insights generated in this thesis in addition to generating additional insight 

into effectiveness criteria within the context of participative water utility planning 

and decision-making. Thirdly, further comparative examination of a wider-range 

of participatory mechanisms than has been provisioned in this thesis, the 

exploration of these in more depth and the development of new experimental 

procedures to ensure objective testing will allow practitioners to have greater 

confidence in the tools they are using and better understand their function in 

mixed methods approaches. Finally, whilst this research has made some 

comments on the adequacy of Ofwat’s approach to customer engagement on 
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the basis of the findings developed in this research. However, this is an 

important area for broader consideration and attention noting the contributions 

made by this study.  

 

In outlining the theoretical and empirical foundations of this research insights 

from across variant disciplines and sectors were sought including: natural 

resources management, environmental management, community planning, 

ecological economics, public service delivery and utility sectors. It is prudent 

then to suggest that the findings of this work be considered in future research in 

these disciplines and sectors concerning the effective institutionalisation and / 

or deployment of participatory approaches to planning and decision-making. A 

specific recommendation considered to warrant particular attention is further 

developing the initial insights developed in Study C around the management of 

knowledge generated through participative processes. Whilst this research has 

provided a useful contribution from a water services perspective, the findings 

from this study have demonstrated that this particular field of research warrants 

much greater consideration and attention both within natural resources 

management disciplines but also more broadly.  
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interview
9,12,13,14,11,19,20,16,21,23,25

 

Community 
appraisals

4, 6,8
 

Environment forum
9
 Negotiated rule making Question and answer session 

8
 User panels

3, 6
 

Community 
events

18,20,
 

Ethnography
10

 Neighbourhood 
meeting 

8
 

Questionnaires
2
 Value analysis 

8
 

Community 
facilitators

1
 

Exhibitions 
8,21,23

 Neighbourhood 
planning council 

8
 

Radio 
advertisements

9,18,19,20,21,22,23,
 

Video
25

 

Community forum 
8
 

Expert panels
1
 Newsletters 

8,18
 Random selected participation 

groups 
8
 

Vision to action 
8
 

Community group 
meetings

21,
 

Extended focus groups
25

 Nominal group 
technique

2
 

Real time strategic change 
8
 Visioning

2, 8
 

Community 
indicators

4, 8
 

Fairs and events
1, 2

 Ombudsman 
8
 Reconvened focus 

groups
14,26,20,25

 
Water summit

10
 

Community 
intelligence

21
 

Feedback registers
1
 One to one survey

1
 Referendum 

8
 Web consultation and 

feedback
9,10,12,14,15,17,18,19,16,21,22,23,2

4
 

Community issue 
groups

2
 

Field centres
1
 Online customer 

engagement tool
19

 
Reports

1
 Web-based meetings

1
 

Community 
management 
plans 

8
 

Finding-home 
8
 Online forum

17,22
 Response cards

2
 Website forum

10
 

Community 
networks

23
 

Fishbowl processes
1, 8

 Online interview
22

 Revealed preference
10,17,19,21

 Whole system analysis Value 
analysis 

8
 

Community plans 
8
 

Focus groups
1, 2, 6, 

8,9,10,12,13,14,15,17,26,18,19,20,16,22,23,21,24,2

5
 

Online panel 
survey

9,10,19,18,16,21,24
 

Road show
17,19,21,23

 WTP - CAPI
9,12,13,14,21,22,23,25

 

Community 
strategic plans 

8
 

Focused conversations
1
 Online polling

1
 Round-table discussions

17
 WTP - CATI

9,13,16,25
 

Community Forums
2, 6

 Online qualboard
25

 Round-table workshops
4, 8

 WTP - cognitive 
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workshops
21

 testing
9,12,17,19,20,16,21,22,

 

Complaints / 
suggestion 
schemes 

8
 

Freephone
21

 Open door policy 
8
 Scenario building

2
 WTP - focus groups

9,14,17,16,21,22,25
 

Computer 
assisted 
meetings

1
 

Future search
1, 3, 4, 8

 Open houses
1, 2, 8

 School group talks
20

 WTP - online
9,21,22

 

Computer based 
techniques 

8
 

Game simulation 
8
 Open space

1, 2, 3, 4, 6, 8
 Semi-structured interviews

22
 WTP

10,11,17,26,18,19,20,21
 

Consensus 
building

2, 3, 8
 

Graphic recording
6
 Opinion polling

6, 8
 Shared decision-making

2
 Working groups 

2
 

Consensus 
conference

3, 6, 8
 

Group discussions
11,12

 Panel meeting
10

 Site visits
2
 Workshops

1, 2,17,20,16,21,22
 

Consensus 
voting

6
 

Guided visualisation
4, 

8 Panels
1
 Social audit

4, 8
 World café’s

1, 6
 

Consultation 
8,9,10,17,18,19,16,21,22

 
Hotlines

1, 8
 Parish maps

4, 8
 Social media

14,18,19,21,23
 Youth empowerment initiatives

3
 

1 (
International Association for Public Participation 2, 2006); 

2
 (Forestry Comission, 2012)

3 
(Involve, 2005); 

4 (
New Economics Foundation, 1998); 

5
 (New 

Economics Foundation, 2010); 
6
 (Involve, 2015); 

7 (
Stagl, 2007); 

8 
(Rowe & Frewer, 2004); 

9 (
Affinity Water Customer Challenge Group, 2013); 

10
 

(Anglian Water Customer Engagement Forum, 2013)); 
11 

(Bournemouth Water Customer Engagement Planning Forum, 2013); 
12

 (Bristol Water Local 
Engagement Forum, 2013); 

13
 (Dee Valley Water Customer Challenge Forum, 2013); 

14 (
Northumbrian Water Forum, 2013); 

15 
(Portsmouth Water 

Customer Challenge Group
, 2013)

 ; 
16 (

Sutton and East Surrey Water Customer Challenge Group, 2013); 
17 

(Severn Trent Water Forum, 2013); 
18 

(South 
Staffs Water PLC Customer Challenge Group , 2013); 

19 
(WaterFuture Customer Panel, 2013); 

20 
(Southern Water Customer Challenge Group, 2013); 

21 

(Thames Water Customer Challenge Group, 2013); 
22 (

North West Customer Challenge Group, 2013); 
23

 (Dwr Cymru Water Customer Challenge 
Group, 2013); 

24 
(Wessex Water Customer Scrutiny Group, 2013); 

25
 (Yorkshire Water Customer Forum, 2103) 
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A2 Participatory mechanisms – water utilities 
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Table A2-1 A comparison of participative mechanisms employed by water utilities in England and Wales at PR09 and PR14 
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1:1 
Stakeholde
r sessions 

                   X    X   X   X  X    X 

Analysis of 
existing 
customer 
contact 
data 

 X  X                  X      X    X     

Analysis of 
existing 
customer 
research 

 X        X      X            X         

Budget 
simulator 
online tool 

   X                                 

Community 
events 

                   X    X             

Community 
group 
meetings 

                           X         

Community 
intelligence 
(training of 
local 
people to 
collect 

                           X         
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intelligence
) 

Community 
networks 

                               X     

Community 
workshops 

                           X         

County 
shows 

   X                                 

Customer 
forum 

                      X              

Customer 
jury day 

             X                       

Customer 
workshops 

   X                                 

Deliberativ
e forums 

 X                          X         

Deliberativ
e groups 

                                   X 

Deliberativ
e workshop 

 X  X        X               X          

Drop-in 
sessions 

 X                          X         

E-shot 
communica
tion 

                             X       

Email                    X  X        X       

Environme
nt forum 

 X                                   

Ethnograph
y 

   X                                 

Exhibitions                            X    X     
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Extended 
focus 
groups 

                                   X 

Focus 
groups 

X X X X  X X X  X X X X  X X X X X X X X X X X X  X X X X X X X X X 

Free phone                            X         

Group 
discussions 

     X        X                       

In-depth 
interviews 

  X X  X X X           X X    X    X X       X 

Letters                    X        X        X 

Live online 
panel (incl. 
blogs, 
video 
interviews, 
research 
discussion 
threads, 
interactive 
maps and 
online 
research 
pools 

                           X         

Magazine                      X               

Media pack                              X       

Menu 
driven 
valuation 
research 

                 X                   

Microsite                                    X 

Newsletter                    X                 

Not stated    X        X        X            X     



 

 359

On-line 
customer 
engageme
nt tool 

                     X               

Online 
forum 

               X              X       

Online 
interviews 

                             X       

Online 
panel 
survey 

 X  X              X  X      X  X      X   

Online 
qualboard 

                                   X 

Panel 
meeting 

  X X                 X                

Poster                    X                 

Published 
articles 

                     X               

Qualitative 
interviews - 
telephone 

     X                      X  X  X    X 

Qualitative 
survey - 
online 

                       X      X       

Quantitativ
e survey - 
cognitive 
testing 
interviews 

 X            X        X  X      X    X   

Quantitativ
e survey - 
delivery 
method not 
stated 

X   X       X     X  X  X X X      X X    X    
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Quantitativ
e survey - 
face-to-
face 
interviews 

 X  X  X  X  X  X  X          X    X  X    X  X 

Quantitativ
e survey - 
paper 

             X        X          X     

Quantitativ
e survey - 
online 

 X  X      X    X  X        X   X X  X      X 

Quantitativ
e survey - 
telephone 
interview 

X X   X X  X X X    X X  X     X X X  X  X   X X X   X 

Radio and 
Newspaper 
advertisem
ents 

 X                  X  X  X    X  X  X     

Re-
convened 
focus 
groups 

         X        X      X   X         X 

Revealed 
preference 

   X            X      X      X         

Road show                X      X      X    X     

Roundtable 
discussions 

               X                     

Semi-
structured 
interviews 

                             X       

Social 
media 

         X          X  X        X  X     

Speaker 
engageme
nts 

                     X      X  X      X 
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Stakeholde
r 
conference 

                                   X 

Stakeholde
r day 

         X                           

Stakeholde
r forum 

                           X    X     

Stakeholde
r 
workshops 

 X              X        X   X   X       

Structured 
interviews 

                             X       

Talks to 
school 
groups 

                       X             

Video                                    X 

Water 
summit 

   X                                 

Web 
consultatio
n and 
feedback 

 X  X  X    X  X    X    X  X    X X X  X  X     

Website 
forums 
content 

   X                                 

WTP - 
Stated 
preference 
survey 
(Online) 

 X                          X  X       

WTP - 
cognitive 
testing 
interviews 

 X    X          X      X  X  X    X       
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WTP - 
qualitative 
focus 
groups 

 X        X      X          X  X  X      X 

WTP - 
qualitative 
telephone 
interviews 

         X                           

WTP - 
Stated 
preference 
survey 

X  X X X  X  X    X X X X X X X X X X X X    X   X  X  X  

WTP - 
Stated 
preference 
survey 
(CAPI) 

 X    X  X  X X X       X      X  X X  X    X  X 

WTP - 
Stated 
preference 
survey 
(CATI) 

 X      X   X               X X      X   X 

Workshops                X        X    X X X       

Written 
consultatio
n and 
feedback 

 X  X            X    X  X    X  X  X       
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A3 Factors fostering and constraining knowledge 

management
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Table A3-1 A review of factors reported in the literature as fostering and constraining knowledge management 

Factors identified to 
influence knowledge 

management 

Description Source in the literature 

Expertise The level of expertise held by practitioners has the potential to impact 
what information is noticed and its organisation, representation and 
interpretation in planning and decision-making processes. 

 

(Fazey et al., 2005), identifies benefits associated with high levels of 
expertise which include: the recognition of features and patterns that are 
not noticed by novices; organisation of content knowledge around 
central ideas, which guide their thinking about certain situations; their 
ability to retrieve knowledge effortlessly with little demand on conscious 
attention. However, there are potential difficulties associated with high 
levels of expertise. In particular, issues may arise in helping others learn 
and their ability to adapt to deal with new situations. With participative 
outputs offering potentially new forms of knowledge this may pose 
challenges for practitioners with highly differentiated specialisations in 
the process of their use in planning and decision-making. 

 

(Fazey et al., 2005; Newig et al., 2008; 
Chess & Johnson, 2006; Johnson & Chess, 
2006; Roux et al., 2006) 

Sense making 
strategies 

Sensemaking is defined as the process by which people engage in 
various forms of information behaviours to bridge gaps in their 
understanding to achieve an end product that is comprehended explicitly 
comprised on knowledge, opinion, intuition and evaluation which serves 
as a springboard into action (Weick, 1995); (Genuis, 2012). Sense 
making is best facilitated in an interactive environment. Practitioner 
sense making models provide the context for the selection and/or 
rejection of information (Newig et al., 2008). A study by (Genuis, 2012) 
identified two modes of sense making: analytical or experiential. 

 

(Genuis, 2012; Dervin, 1998; Weick, 1995; 
Newig et al., 2008) 

Quality / accuracy of The quality and accuracy of raw information provided to practitioners (Horlick-Jones et al., 2007) 
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raw information 
provided (translational 
quality) 

effects their utilisation. In particular, (Horlick-Jones et al., 2007) states 
that it is an important determinant of translational quality i.e. the way in 
which conclusions are drawn from one stage of the process and become 
a source for subsequent stages 

 

Resource management Participatory processes consume resources that may include: time, 
finances and staff. The (Association for Project Management, 2006) 
define resource management as “resources that have to be available at 
the right time, in the right quantities and of the right quality”. Resource 
management is commonly reported as a barrier to effective knowledge 
management. 

 

(Horlick-Jones et al., 2007; Johnson & 
Chess, 2006; Mostert et al., 2010; Roux et 
al., 2006; Sheikheldin et al., 2010) 

External politics The political context that operates outside the sphere of the organisation 
/ institution. This political context has been identified as placing 
considerable influence on shaping organisational responses to 
participative outputs.  

 

(Johnson & Chess, 2006) 

Perceptions of lay-
knowledge 

The introduction of lay-knowledge through the use of participative 
mechanisms has the potential to attract resistance as it challenges the 
legitimacy of existing knowledge and potentially undermines incumbent 
knowledge communities. Furthermore, a study by (Cotton & Devine-
Wright, 2012) has found that practitioners often have negative 
perceptions of the quality of lay-knowledge with practitioners, which 
realigns the focus of knowledge to that of the experts and incumbent 
knowledge communities. Whilst these views may be a reflection of 
personal ideologies and attitudes, an organisational focus through top 
down influence has been suggested to address this issue. 

 

(Johnson & Chess, 2006; Cotton & Devine-
Wright, 2012) 

Managerial influence The influence of managers in organisations can play a major role in 
promoting or constraining knowledge management. Specific influences 
are identified as: being role models for sub-ordinate practitioners, 
defining the goals of the organisation and ensuring that practitioners fully 
embrace these through communicating organisational norms and values 

(Mostert et al., 2010; Fazey et al., 2005) 
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and promoting effective working relationships. Furthermore, their 
influence should extend to leading and structuring of work and the co-
ordination of processes to facilitate knowledge management. 

 

Managerial support The commitment and support of management within an organisation has 
been shown to influence effective knowledge management practices. It 
has been identified as a barrier to effective knowledge management 
within organisations and also as an important factor in promoting social 
learning. 

 

(Johnson & Chess, 2006; Fazey et al., 2005) 

Internal politics The political context that operates within the sphere of the organisation / 
institution. This political context has been identified as placing 
considerable influence on shaping organisational responses to 
participative outputs.  

 

(Johnson & Chess, 2006) 

Skills The skills held by practitioners, similar to expertise, affects knowledge 
seeking and knowledge processing behaviours. Skills that allow 
practitioners to effectively filter data are described as ‘overlooked’ by 
(Roux et al., 2006) and are particularly rare among managers, which has 
implications for knowledge management and its use in planning and 
decision-making. 

 

(Johnson & Chess, 2006; Roux et al., 2006; 
Sheikheldin et al., 2010; Newig et al., 2008) 

Culture differences Cultural differences between communities of practitioners or 
organisational functions are reported to be an internal barrier to effective 
knowledge management practices. This is attributed to the potential for 
misalignment between information needs.  

 

(Van Wyk et al., 2008; Johnson & Chess, 
2006) 

Personal attitudes, 
ideologies and past 
experiences 

Personal attitudes, ideologies, past experiences and intuition have been 
reported to shape knowledge management practices. Specific influences 
include how practitioners approach the selection and rejection of 
information and the heuristics and mental models engaged in this 
process of selection. Past experiences also influence perceptions of 

(Fazey et al., 2005; Mostert et al., 2010; 
Raymond et al., 2010; Pahl-Wostl et al., 
2011) 
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different knowledge types and the practitioner’s contribution to social 
learning. 

 

Formalisation of 
participatory 
mechanisms employed 

The formalisation of participatory mechanisms describes “the extent to 
which information is channelled in a certain way, leaving more or less 
scope for open communication” (Newig et al., 2008). This high level of 
formalisation present outputs that are constrained to a particular form 
whilst excluding others. The level of mechanism formalisation as a 
result, therefore, impacts on the level of filtering and processing required 
of them. Mechanism formalisation can also affect practitioner 
perceptions of the outputs generated. For example, if the mechanism 
employed is extremely complex in nature then it can alienate 
practitioners and decrease the acceptance of the outputs.  

 

(Newig et al., 2008; Newig et al., 2008) 

Divergence of 
information provided 

The divergence of information refers to the simplicity, or not, of the 
information presented to practitioners to use. The more divergent the 
information provided to participants the more attention it will require.  

(Van Wyk et al., 2008; Newig et al., 2008; 
Genuis, 2012) 

Awareness and 
receptiveness to other 
views 

A practitioner’s awareness and understanding of their views of others 
has been reported to enhance the flow of knowledge. It is also a key 
contributing factor for achieving successful social learning.  

 

(Pahl-Wostl et al., 2011; Horlick-Jones et al., 
2007; Mostert et al., 2010; Van Wyk et al., 
2008) 

Shared problem 
identification 

Shared problem development refers to the collaborative approach to 
defining and understanding issues. This is considered to be particularly 
important in contexts where non-science (i.e. values) is introduced into 
planning and decision-making arenas where a move away from 
knowledge transfer to knowledge exchange practices where the 
development of shared meanings is required.  

 

(Pahl-Wostl et al., 2011; Mostert et al., 2010;  
Van Wyk et al., 2008) 

Collaborative working Collaborative learning between producers and users of knowledge is 
proposed as a more suitable approach to build knowledge management 
systems capable of responding to NRM issues in a sustainable way 
(Roux et al., 2006). The literature emphasises the importance of 

(Pahl-Wostl et al., 2011; Roux et al., 2006’ 
Fazey et al., 2012; Reed et al., 2013; Mostert 
et al., 2010; Partidario & Sheate, 2013) 
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organisations developing practices to facilitate co-generation of 
knowledge and collaborative knowledge management with the aim of 
fostering greater utilisation of knowledge in planning and decision-
making (Partidario & Sheate, 2013). Collaborative working practices 
require close practitioner interaction, which promotes social learning 
processes. 

 

Trust Trust between practitioners promotes effective relationships, co-
ordination and co-operation to mutual benefit. Effective leadership is 
identified as playing a key role in generating trust amongst practitioners.  

(Pahl-Wostl et al., 2007) 

Learning culture / 
organisational capacity 
to learn 

The learning capacity of an organisation is reflected in the behavioural 
norms at both a practitioner and organisation level. Effective leadership 
plays a key role in fostering a learning culture by coding organisational 
norms into practitioner routines. To maximise learning opportunities for 
frequent reflection and feedback should be coded into routines allowing 
practitioners to learn from their own experiences thus fostering 
improvements in their future practice. The capturing of practitioner 
feedback also provides useful intelligence at an organisational level as 
this is reported to provide a more important reflection of events. A 
learning organisation has the potential to better adapt to changing 
circumstances, which is important when new knowledge, or new 
contexts are introduced.  

 

(Johnson & Chess, 2006) 

Practitioner routines The introduction of new forms of knowledge may require practitioner to 
adapt their habits and work routines in response. However, the literature 
identifies that practitioners often exhibit an aversion to changing their 
practices, which may impact on the effectiveness of knowledge 
management. The introduction of uncertain information or knowledge 
into practitioner’s planning and decision-making routines has been 
isolated as a particular issues as their routines are not commonly 
structured to be able to accommodate this.  

 

(Johnson & Chess, 2006; Maiello et al., 
2013) 

Opportunities for Opportunities for informal learning are considered to be more important (Johnson & Chess, 2006) 
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informal learning than formal learning opportunities as they are more timely and 
experiential. This offers greater potential for effective knowledge 
management as it often more tailored to the challenges or issues facing 
practitioners and offers a more direct response, which promotes more 
effective practices.  

Clarity of rationales for 
adoption of approach 

As has been outlined in Section 2.3, motivational clarity i.e. the purpose 
of adopting an approach drives decisions made throughout the entire 
planning and decision-making process including the management of 
knowledge as part of the institutional response. In particular in the 
embedment of appropriate processes, behaviours and in the promotion 
of effective social learning.  

(Wesselink et al., 2011; Bickerstaff & Walker, 
2001; Cotton & Devine-Wright, 2012; Mostert 
et al., 2010) 

Communities of 
practice 

A ‘Community of Practice’ is describes as “ informal structures brought 
together through the social construction of knowledge…. exists when: 
members share a similar set of interest, expertise, roles and goals; 
opportunities exist for members to interact with one another through 
formal and informal spaces; and groups share a common practice or set 
of practices” (Raymond & Robinson, 2013)). Communities of Practice 
are promoted on the basis of their ability to foster the exchange of tacit 
and intrinsic information and higher levels of learning. The literature 
recognises, however, the difficulty of achieving Communities of Practice 
especially in organisations or institutions where there is a legacy of 
separate knowledge production and application.  

 

(Wenger, 1998; Raymond & Robinson, 2013l 
Roux et al., 2006; Horlick-Jones et al., 2007; 
Mostert et al., 2010; Pahl-Wostl et al., 2011) 

Opportunities for 
reflection and feedback 

Opportunities for reflection and reflexivity have been identified as 
important processes for effective learning an important component in 
adapting to new or changing areas of focus or ways of working. (Fazey 
et al., 2005; Lamers et al., 2010). Furthermore, for organisations and 
institutions responsible for developing policies in a changing 
environment or exposed to new forms of information, opportunities for 
reflection are seminal to promoting effective thinking with regards to their 
goals, the way issues are framed and how their goals may be achieved. 
This concept is also referred to as double-loop learning (Pahl-Wostl, 
2009). 

(Fazey et al., 2005; Fazey et al., 2012; 
Lamers et al., 2010; Mostert et al., 2010; 
Pahl-Wostl, 2009) 

Knowledge Brokers Knowledge brokers are individuals who absorb complex messages from (Reed et al., 2013; Raymond & Robinson, 
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diverse sources and translate these into customised, meaningful 
knowledge whilst acknowledging that their own experiences and 
interactions will influence the meaning they place on certain information. 
They can play a useful role in diffusing knowledge throughout 
organisations and institutions and co-ordinating multiple practitioners 
and facilitating effective knowledge exchange and an open learning 
environment by bringing people interested in an issue together to co-
develop a solution. However, the role of knowledge broker needs to be 
carefully facilitated with regards to power dynamics and knowledge 
access and the knowledge selection, rejection and transformative 
processes that they apply to avoid presenting a distorted or incomplete 
view of issues. 

 

2013; Pennell et al., 2013; Partidario & 
Sheate, 2013; Sheikheldin et al., 2010; 
Huitema et al., 2009; Fazey et al., 2012) 

Alignment of 
knowledge 

Alignment of knowledge is important both in terms of the alignment of 
knowledge between producers and users of knowledge (i.e. the 
alignment of knowledge to need) and also to facilitate unobstructed 
knowledge flow / exchange between different spheres of knowledge. 
The achievement of this is practice is, however, reported to be difficult 
(Fazey et al., 2012). One potential cause of this is that knowledge 
producers often assume homogenous audiences and thus fail to tailor 
outputs to the specific needs of the users and consider how the 
knowledge they provide will be embedded.  

 

(Roux et al., 2006; Van Wyk et al., 2008; 
Fazey et al., 2012) 

Ownership of issue Ownership of an issue or of outputs can influence the value that users 
place on it or the relevance they associate with it, both factors that hold 
the potential to affect how outputs are used. This is particularly an issue 
where there is limited engagement between knowledge producers and 
users. 

 

(Roux et al., 2006) 

Credibility of 
knowledge supplier 

The credibility of the knowledge supplier by those knowledge users has 
been identified as playing a crucial role in successful knowledge flow. 
(Roux et al., 2006) identifies two main components of this, which 
include: competence and safety. Competence refers to the degree to 
which the supplier of knowledge is perceived to be an expert in their 

(Roux et al., 2006; Van Wyk et al., 2008) 
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field. Safety refers to the degree to which the user relates to the 
knowledge supplier i.e. they do not feel intimidated.  

 

Information packaging 
(including language 
used) 

Information needs to be packaged in a way that is unambiguous, pitched 
at the right level of complexity, and is compatible with the needs of the 
user and/or the planning and decision-making processes in which it is 
being used. The language used needs to be carefully moderated to 
ensure this is not a barrier to the use of the information by the users. 
Effective information packaging can have a positive impact on the 
uptake of knowledge. This is especially the case where it is crossing 
knowledge domains. 

 

(Roux et al., 2006; Mostert et al., 2010; Van 
Wyk et al., 2008) 

Ease of need 
identification 

Practitioners need to be able to identify and articulate their information 
needs effectively to ensure that the knowledge produce aligns with their 
needs and thus promotes uptake. (Roux et al., 2006) identifies that this 
can be complex particularly if there are uncertainties around future 
challenges or with respect to future practices.  

 

(Roux et al., 2006) 

Extent of knowledge 
gap 

The extent of the differences in knowledge possessed by different 
practitioners influences the potential for knowledge exchange. (Roux et 
al., 2006) states that the larger the gap or difference in knowledge, the 
more potential for knowledge exchange but synonymously the greater 
obstacles that must be overcome.  

(Roux et al., 2006) 

Information scheduling Information scheduling refers to the frequency and timeliness of 
information delivery. The literature identifies several factors related to 
this that have the potential to foster or constrain effective use, of 
particular concern was information overload which was reported to 
impact practitioner’s ability to effectively analyse the content and assess 
the associated risks with its use resulting in it being ignored or not used 
to its full potential. Furthermore, the scarcity or abundance of information 
during planning and decision-making processes has been associated 
with the level of meaningfulness practitioners apply to that information. 
Similarly, the timely delivery of information is necessary as it can lose 

(Van Wyk et al., 2008; Collins & Ison, 2010) 
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value as time passes.  

 

Preference / 
receptiveness for 
knowledge types 

Practitioner perceptions with respect to the nature of knowledge has the 
potential to influence the perceptions of the benefits that that form of 
knowledge can provide and therefore, as a result, its application. 
Furthermore, it has been reported that users of knowledge do not 
associate equally the same level of trust with different forms of 
knowledge.  

 

(Reed et al., 2013; Mostert et al., 2010; Van 
Wyk et al., 2008) 

Perceived importance  The perceived importance of an issue promotes or demotes the 
importance of that knowledge 

 

(Mostert et al., 2010) 

Right people involved 
and continuity of 
involvement 

Ensuring the right match of practitioners involved in knowledge 
management processes, in particular with regards to authority and skills, 
has been identified as a key factor in promoting effective practices and 
outcomes.  

 

(Mostert et al., 2010); Raymond & Robinson, 
2013; Partidario & Sheate, 2013) 

Opportunities for 
knowledge storage 

Knowledge storage refers to the nature by which this is held. Reed 
identifies three ways including: in practitioner memory; through mimicry 
from practitioner to practitioner or through explicit documentation in a 
document on the web. This is an important factor with respect to the 
sustainability and maintenance of knowledge management through 
preventing erosion and loss of knowledge.  

(Reed et al., 2013) 
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Appendix B Methodology – supporting documents 

B1 Review of research quality strategies identified in 

the literature
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Table B1-1 A review of research validity and reliability strategies identified in the literature Adapted from (Grey, 2009; Lewis & 

Ritchie, 2003)) 

 Primary concern Strategies / Checks suggested in the literature 

External Reliability Would the collective nature of 
the phenomena generated by 
the study participants and the 
meanings attached to them be 
expected to be repeated 
outside of the study population 
using the same (or similar 
methods) OR The ability to 
transfer findings to be tested in 
other cases or situations is 
promoted as an alternative 
perspective on external 
reliability 

Robust presentation of the procedure adopted within the research to enable replication 

Sample design and selection is reflective the broader sample population including all known 
features and constituencies, including those potentially promoting non-response 

Fieldwork methods have been deployed consistently using topic guides and methodological 
protocol as standard practice  

The design and deployment of the research provisioned sufficient opportunity for all 
perspectives to be identified (including time available in each data collection session and 
overall across the fieldwork deployment) 

Acknowledgement of any potential features that may lead / or did lead to missing coverage 
within the design or deployment phases of the research  

Where appropriate, the use of data triangulation with respect to persons, space and time 

Where appropriate, the use of multiple methods from either within qualitative tradition or 
across qualitative and quantitative traditions. 

Internal reliability Have the constructions placed 
on the data by the researcher 
been consistently and 
rigorously derived? 

The use of internal checks by researcher on the quality of the data to ensure accuracy of 
interpretation 

Systematic and comprehensive analysis 

Peer review (inter-rater) to confirm reliability of constructions 

Interpretation supported by evidence (used verbatim) 

Internal validity 

 

Is the researcher investigating 
what has been claimed to be 
investigated? 

The study accurately represents those features of the phenomena intended to be described, 
explained or theorised 

Interpretations made on the data collected are viable 

The sample has used criteria that were known or thought to be of importance and potential 
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biases were recognised and mitigated 

The research setting and expertise of the researcher were sufficiently effective to allow the 
participants to fully present and explore their views 

The characterisations and labels that have been assigned by the researcher are rooted in 
the meaning of those presented by the study participants 

The research findings and the process by which they were derived are clearly documented 
and remain true to the original data enabling reviewers to assess their validity 

The researcher undertakes constant comparison (or checking of fit) in data analysis 

Deviant case analysis (identification of outliers) was used to form the research findings and 
explain variation and difference 

Verbatim data used throughout research process to ensure integrity 

External validity Are the findings applicable to 
other groups within the sample 
population? 

Triangulation of data across a range of different sources of information helping to confirm 
and improve clarity or precision of research findings 

Where appropriate, data generated from multiple methods / sources from either within 
qualitative tradition or across qualitative and quantitative traditions were used in generating 
research findings 

The research process has used multiple analysts to check data collection and interpretation  

A range of theoretical perspectives have been used to generate research findings 

Verbatim transcripts presented back to research participants for verification and / or 
research findings confirmed with respect to interpretation applied.  

 

 



 

 377

B2 Review of strategies employed within this research 

to ensure research quality and rigour 

 



 

 378

Table B2-1 A review of strategies and checks employed in this research to ensure validity and reliability of the research findings 

  Strategies / checks adopted within this research 

 Primary concern Strategy / Check employed Study / 
research phase 

in which 
applied 

Acknowledged limitations 

External 
Reliability 

Would the collective 
nature of the phenomena 
generated by the study 
participants and the 
meanings attached to 
them be expected to be 
repeated outside of the 
study population using 
the same (or similar 
methods) 

Provision of sufficient opportunity for all perspectives to be identified 

Noting limitations of the research methodology - 
where participant discussion as part this activity 
was on-going, every effort was made to be flexible 
to this within the overall design of the session. 

Study A – 
research 
instrument 
design 

The nature of this inquiry being 
nested within a broader group 
discussion session limited the full 
extent of time available for in-
depth discussion. These 
limitations have been 
acknowledged in the discussion 
of findings.  

Research instrument developed provided two 
hours in which participants were able to debate 
and reflect on multiple investment scenarios 

Study B – 
research 
instrument 
design 

Duration of fieldwork was short to 
comply with sponsoring 
organisation time-line. This was 
not thought to affect the reliability 
of the data.  

Research instrument developed was designed to 
collect data in one hour which was within the time 
frame recommended within the literature 
(recognised in section 6.3) 

Study C fieldwork was timed to ensure 
practitioners could contributed in the most 
effective way post-PR14 whereby could reflect on 
whole process 

Study C – 
research 
instrument 
design and 
fieldwork 
planning 

One participant noted that whilst 
the interviews took place over 
three months post PR14 (which 
could have promoted recall bias) 
it would have proved difficult to 
secure participation any earlier 

Sample design and selection is reflective the broader sample population including all known 
features and constituencies, including those potentially promoting non-response 
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Purposive sampling approaches adopted using 
known features of domestic customer sample 
population 

Study A Limitations to the achievement of 
expected sample constituencies 
(due to a range of factors) have 
been acknowledged as 
preventing accurate replication of 
participant characteristics across 
groups of different elicitation 
mechanisms 

Purposive sampling approaches adopted using 
known features of domestic customer sample 
population 

Study B  

Purposive sample approach was adopted which 
included multiple practitioners across the water 
sector and incorporated the isolation of key 
factors that were perceived to hold potential to 
generate variation and thus needed to be included 
in sample population 

 

Multiple sampling strategies adopted in order to 
attempt to secure sample.  This included direct 
recruitment within the organisation and the use of 
a max- variation sampling strategy in sector-wide 
water utility with the use of stratified purposive 
sampling to identify specific water utilities 

 

The stratified purposive sample was developed 
using document analysis to fully appraise extent 
of water utility exposure to methods and range of 
topics where participative mechanisms were used  

 

Study C proposed the use of snowball sampling to 
identify sector-wide participants  

Study C It was acknowledged that the 
documents used to generate the 
stratified purposive sample may 
not report the entire extent of 
customer engagement activities 
but was considered to be the 
best source available at the time 

 

Use of snowball sampling 
approach had the potential to 
introduce sample bias by using a 
single organisational contact to 
derive suitable participants within 
their own organisation – This 
issue was acknowledged in 
Section 6.3 and a justification for 
approach provided. To mitigate 
bias as much as possible, a set 
of criteria for consideration by the 
contact was provided 

 

Despite efforts to obtain the 
participation of sector-wide 
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practitioner, Section 6.4 
acknowledges the difficulties 
faced and potential cases on 
non-participation 

Fieldwork methods have been deployed consistently using topic guides and methodological 
protocol as standard practice 

  The researcher designed (or was involved in the 
design) of research protocols (i.e. topic guides 
and additional information resources to be applied 
by Market Research Professionals 

 

The author (or briefed practitioner from 
sponsoring organisation or sponsoring 
organisation regulators (CCW / EA)) observed 
each session to ensure protocol was consistently 
applied 

Study A and B – 
Research design 
phases 

The use of variant Market 
Research Professionals (a 
feature of their availability) was 
recognised as a limitation of 
reliability in this case. 

Topic guide was designed by author and 
deployed by author in semi-structured interviews 

Study C – 
research 
instrument 
design and 
deployment 

Semi-structured interviews by 
their nature are responsive to 
emergent themes; it was not 
replicated entirely in each 
interview - dependent on 
discussion 

Robust presentation of the procedure adopted within the research to enable replication 

Each study has been reported alongside a full 
methodological statement with respect to sample, 
research instrument, fieldwork protocols, research 
relationships and data analysis methodologies. 
Excerpts were provided in related Appendices to 
illustrate techniques used 

Studies A, B and 
C – all research 
stages 

 

Where appropriate, the use of data triangulation with respect to persons, space and time 

Study C reflects data triangulation ambitions 
across different sites, functions, managerial levels 

Study C – 
sample 

The study acknowledges issues 
of role-type commensurability 
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and roles  generation across in known organisations so 
instead sought variation 

  Where appropriate, the use of multiple methods from either within qualitative tradition or across 
qualitative and quantitative traditions. 

Used a quantitative analysis of variation on 
ranked lists generated in qualitative research 
setting to address the research question posed by 
this research inquiry 

Study A Section 4 acknowledges that this 
represents a cautious insight into 
the influence of mechanism 
variation on expressed 
preferences – no existing 
empirical / theoretical protocol to 
follow  

Internal 
reliability 

Have the constructions 
placed on the data by the 
researcher been 
consistently and 
rigorously derived? 

The use of internal checks by researcher on the quality of the data to ensure accuracy of 
interpretation 

In Study C, verbatim transcript generation was 
subject to data cleaning and checking compared 
to the audio recordings to ensure reliability of 
transcripts generated 

 

Constant checking of fit of constructions was 
conducted as part of the Thematic Framework 
Analysis method used in Study B and C to ensure 
the reliability of the classifications adopted 

Study B and C – 
data analysis 

Study B audio recordings were 
not made available to the author 
– as a result only basic checks 
could be conducted on the 
verbatim transcripts generated 
for Study B group discussion 
sessions 

In study B, assumptions applied during 
quantitative analysis were derived from qualitative 
generated findings to ensure their reliability and 
suitability to this inquiry 

Study A – data 
analysis 

Section 4 acknowledges that this 
represents a cautious insight into 
the influence of mechanism 
variation on expressed 
preferences – no existing 
empirical / theoretical protocol to 
follow 

Systematic and comprehensive analysis 

Study C employed an inductively derived thematic 
framework, which was applied across the full 

Study B and C  
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sample. This data analysis was conducted using 
the stages of Thematic Framework Analysis. 
Examples of the thematic framework and charts 
are provided in Appendix E. 

 

Study B used a simple thematic framework driven 
by the need to establish level of acceptability in 
each group’s discussions about investment 
scenarios. Examples of the thematic chart utilised 
are provided in Appendix D. 

Assumptions relating to data transformations, 
which were employed in Study A, were explicitly 
outlined. Excerpts from the data analysis have 
been provided in Appendix C.  

 

  

Peer review (inter-rater) to confirm reliability of constructions 

The protocols associated with data analysis were 
confirmed as suitable by both academic and 
sponsoring organisation supervisors 

Study A, B and 
C 

The reliability of researcher’s 
application of this protocol has 
not been formally confirmed by 
direct peer-review. Informal 
discussions with fellow-observers 
in studies A and B, provided 
some confidence but was not a 
formal feature of the research 
design.  

Market Research Professionals 
responsible for the facilitation of 
study A and B could have been 
used. However, the formal nature 
of their involvement, dictated 
through project contracts, did not 
extend to the extending their 
support to the authors 
interpretation without additional 
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expenditure.  

  

The findings from the Study A pilot studies were 
presented to those regulators who observed each 
session (CCW and EA) to establish the reliability 
of the authors interpretations and to confirm with 
them the recommendations to the format of the 
research instrument.  

  

Interpretation supported by evidence (used verbatim) 

  Study B and C used verbatim transcripts to form 
the basis of the data analysis and construction of 
research findings. This preserved the traceability 
of data interpretation to ensure ease of data 
checking.  

Study B and C –
data analysis 
and presentation 

In the case of study B, audio 
recordings were not provided to 
the author – only transcripts. This 
limited the extent to which the 
validity of the this as a 
representation of verbatim 
discussion could be assured 

 

Study A data findings were reported to the 
researcher in a processed (i.e. transcribed directly 
into Excel) by Market Research Professionals. 
The data analysis protocol involved some data 
transformation to enable comparison between 
elicitation mechanisms. The limitations of this 
approach have been acknowledged.  

Study A – data 
analysis and 
presentation 

The assumptions made in data 
transformation have been 
acknowledged but checked 
against raw data to ensure 
relevance. 

Internal 
validity 

 

Is the researcher 
investigating what they 
have claimed to be 
investigated? 

The study accurately represents those features of the phenomena intended to be described, 
explained or theorised 

Study A was re-designed post pilot study to 
ensure that the data being captured were 
commensurate with comparison across the 
sample by introducing a set range of attributes 
included in each group session. 

Study B – main 
research 
instrument 
design 

 

Interpretations made on the data collected are viable 
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The research findings of Study A were further 
explored in Study B to ensure the validity of the 
interpretations placed upon the data.  

Study A and 
Study B – data 
analysis 

The author acknowledges that 
there is no standard approach to 
conduct the type of analysis 
undertaken in Study A. The 
application of assumptions and 
the removal of the data from the 
direct context in which it was 
stated potentially impacts on its 
validity but these assumptions 
were checked relative to the 
qualitative data generated to 
ensure suitability.   

The assumptions used in Study A data analysis 
were presented to both academic and industrial 
sponsors to test the viability of the interpretation  

Study A- data 
analysis 

 

Study B and C findings were generated through 
thematic content analysis which has ensured that 
the interpretations made on the data are directly 
relatable to the verbatim data generated 

Study B and C – 
data analysis 

 

The sample has used criteria that were known or thought to be of importance and potential biases 
were recognised and mitigated 

In Studies A & B purposive sampling approach 
reflecting common known themes in domestic 
water utility populations and commonly used in 
water and wastewater utility customer research 

Study A and B – 
sample 
generation 

 

 Study C Study C research design has 
acknowledged that the proposed 
use (should it be requested by 
participant) of non-face-to-face 
interviewing with wider water 
sector practitioners may present 
power imbalances particularly 
where more senior participants 
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are sought. The author proposed 
to mitigate this by attempting to 
build rapport early in the process 
in the recruitment phase 

Section 6.3 has described the implications of new 
Ofwat data during the recruitment phase which 
offered a relevant and more targeted recruitment 
opportunity based on published and data. The 
author responded to the use of this data to 
recalibrate the wider-sector practitioner 
recruitment strategy.  

Study C – 
sample 
generation 

 

The main research instrument and sample 
strategy for study A was re-designed on the basis 
of the pilot research to more accurately 
responded to issues with respect to the different 
phenomena being observed between domestic 
and business customers  

 

Study A – main 
fieldwork activity 
research 
instrument 

 

The research setting and expertise of the researcher were sufficiently effective to allow the 
participants to fully present and explore their views 

 Study A – 
research 
instrument 
design 

The use of elicitation 
mechanisms as part of larger 
group discussion session limited 
the full extent of time available for 
more detailed in-depth 
discussion. This prevented the 
capture of richer data in relation 
to how participants were forming 
and reasoning their prioritisations 
– where discussion was flowing 
tried to be flexible to needs of 
participants within constraints of 
the overall session 
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In studies A and B, the author (acting both to 
ensure quality of research design deployment and 
to respond to technical questions by research 
participants) and in some cases a practitioner 
from the sponsoring organisation were present at 
each session to provide technical / ‘expert’ insight 
if requested by participants as part of their 
discussion.  

Study B - 
fieldwork 

Recognise potential for bias –a 
single observer (i.e. the author) 
was present at as many of the 
sessions as possible. To ensure 
continuity across ‘observer’ 
intervention, a resources pack 
and a set of guidelines were 
developed to promote 
consistency of responses.  

Study B was responsive to the need to provide 
participants with the time to fully explore issue 
and thus enhancing the validity of the research 
data generated.  

 

Study B – 
Fieldwork / 
research 
instrument 

A pilot study was not conducted 
for study B due to tight time 
constraints. However, the 
commensurability of the content 
and structure of the study with a 
concurrent quantitative study, 
which had undergone extensive 
pilot and hall testing (i.e. for 
wording / understanding issues) 
and, so the author was confident 
in its suitability. The first two 
sessions of the study were 
monitored for its efficacy.   

 

Semi-structured interviews used in Study C to 
ensure emergent practitioner issues were 
identified  

 

Reflecting on the original scope of the study, 
interviewing skills were intended to be honed in 
sponsoring organisation where the author was 
more familiar prior to use in external 
organisations. This was proposed to both ensure 
improved quality and familiarity with topics 
whereby the unfamiliarity with participants may 

Study C – 
research 
instrument / 
fieldwork 
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take up more cognitive effort by researcher 

Semi-structured interviews conducted by the 
author in Study C used audio recording to ensure 
researcher remained focused and preserve the 
accuracy of data collected. Furthermore, it 
ensured that any signals of interest that would 
have been displayed by the author using a note 
taking approach were avoided.  

Study c - 
fieldwork 

 

The characterisations and labels that have been assigned by the researcher are rooted in the 
meaning of those presented by the study participants 

Verbatim quotes presented to support research Study B and C – 
data analysis 
and presentation 

 

Care has been taken in Studies B and C to 
ensure that labelling of themes were not forced 
and where clarity could not be achieved this was 
recognised (i.e. deviant case analysis) 

Study B and C – 
data analysis 

 

The research findings and the process by which they were derived are clearly documented and 
remain true to the original data enabling reviewers to assess their validity / The researcher 
undertakes constant comparison (or checking of fit) in data analysis as well as deviant case 
analysis 

Assumptions applied to the data have been 
reported to ensure readers can understand how 
the interpretations have been constructed.  

Study A – data 
analysis 

 

In studies B and C, the use of a Thematic 
Framework approach for data analysis facilitated 
rigorous and transparent data management from 
initial verbatim transcript through to the 
development of explanations. It has preserved 
traceability of interpretation through to verbatim 
transcripts to ensure reliability and ease of 
checking - findings have been portrayed in a way 

Study B and C – 
data analysis 
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that remains true to the original data and allows 
others to see the analytical constructions that 
have occurred and 

The premise of study B was based on a outlier in 
the findings generated from Study A  

Study B  

Verbatim data used throughout research process to ensure integrity 

Verbatim transcripts requested were requested by 
the author and developed by market research 
professionals. In study A these were used to 
support interpretation. In study B, they formed the 
basis of the data set on which Thematic 
Framework analysis was based.  

Study A and B – 
data collection / 
analysis 

 

Verbatim transcripts used throughout Study C as 
the basis for interpretation. 

Study C  

External 
validity 

Are the findings 
applicable to other 
groups within the sample 
population? 

Triangulation of data across a range of different sources of information helping to confirm and 
improve clarity or precision of research findings 

Following a pilot study for Study A, the research 
instrument was amended to use a fixed set of 
attributes to promote more structured comparison 
between mechanisms improving the validity of the 
research findings with respect to mechanism 
influence but also to promote greater external 
validity of customer preference outputs for use by 
water utilities. 

Study A – 
research 
instrument 

 

Study B was a group discussion session 
generating verbatim transcripts as the primary 
data source. However, participants also 
conducted an activity to rate the importance of 
different service areas. Using both sets of data 
within the data analysis improved the clarity of the 
research findings. 

Study B – 
research 
instrument 

 

Section 6.3 has described the implications of new Study C –  
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Ofwat data during the recruitment phase which 
offered a relevant and more targeted recruitment 
opportunity based on published and data. The 
author responded to the use of this data to 
recalibrate the wider-sector practitioner 
recruitment strategy. 

sample 
generation 

Where appropriate, data generated from multiple methods / sources from either within qualitative 
tradition or across qualitative and quantitative traditions were used in generating research 
findings 

The generation of responses to address RQ 2 
were generated from Studies A and B. (i.e. the 
validity of the findings from Study A was further 
explored in Study B) - this improved the clarity 
and precision of the findings generated by this 
inquiry.  

Study A and B  

A brief questionnaire was used in Study A to 
generate participant feedback from pilots studies 
group sessions to understand their perceptions on 
the design of the session and identify potential 
changes 

Study A  

The research process has used multiple analysts to check data collection and interpretation  

Study outputs from A, B and C were extensively 
presented within the sponsoring organisation and 
to their stakeholders as is demonstrated by the list 
of presentations and reports presented at the start 
of this thesis.  

Study A, B and 
C 

 

Results from Study A pilot studies were reported 
to those observers to seek their confirmation of 
the results i.e. CCW and EA and findings were 
used to modify research instrument 

Study A  

Strategy managers in UU were provided with 
verbatim transcripts from pilot study A to 

Study A  
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understand their views on the validity of method 
and relevance to their needs 

Study B incorporated both author observation and 
observation by other water utility practitioner’s 
observation to check quality of the research 
implementation and the findings of the study 
shared with them for feedback. 

Study B  

Verbatim transcripts presented back to research participants for verification and / or research 
findings confirmed with respect to interpretation applied. 

The nature of Study A and B precluded the 
sharing of verbatim transcripts with participants. 
Those generated through Study C were shared 
with research participants as set out in the 
consent form of the study but generated no 
responses.  

Study C  
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Appendix C STUDY A – Supporting documentation 

C1 Recruitment questionnaire 
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C2 Recruitment letter and information sheet 
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C3 Topic guide for Study A 
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C4 Data analysis excerpt 

C.4.1 Intra-method variation analysis 

Individual prioritisation elicitation mechanism 

 

 

Group prioritisation elicitation mechanism 
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Budgeting elicitation mechanism 
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C.4.2 Inter-mechanism variation analysis 
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Appendix D Study B – supporting documentation 

D1 Presentation of investment scenarios used in Study 

B 

 

Setting the scene 
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Main investment scenarios 
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D2 Topic guide 
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D3 Excerpt of thematic chart for investment to mitigate 

internal sewer flooding 
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Appendix E Study C 

E1 Participant recruitment emails 

E.1.1 Sector wide recruitment phase – initial contact email: a 

request for potential participant identification 
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E.1.2 Sector wide and sponsoring organisation sample - 

participant recruitment email 
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E.1.3 Consent form used to secure participant involvement 
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E2 Semi-structured interview topic guide 
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E3 Example transcript 
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E4 Thematic analytical framework 

 

1 PERSONAL DETAILS 

1.1 Years in sector 

1.2 Experience 

1.3 Current role 

1.4 Other 

2 ATTITUDES TO CUSTOMER ENGAGEMENT 

2.1 Purpose 

2.2 Importance 

2.3 Perception of value 

2.4 Other 

3 SEEKING VIEWS 

3.1 Roles 

3.2 Practitioner characteristics 

3.3 Practitioner behaviours 

3.4 Organisational behaviour 

3.5 External influence 

3.6 Information management 

3.7 Mechanism selection 

3.8 Mechanism content 

3.9 Interactions 

3.10 Other 

4 USING CUSTOMER CONTRIBUTIONS 

4.1 Roles 

4.2 Practitioner characteristics 

4.3 Practitioner behaviours 

4.4 Organisational behaviours 

4.5 External influence 

4.6 Information management 

4.7 Actual use 

4.8 Interactions 

4.9 Other 

5 INFLUENCE OF CUSTOMER CONTRIBUTIONS 

5.1 Roles 
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5.2 Practitioner characteristics 

5.3 Practitioner behaviour 

5.4 Organisational behaviour 

5.5 External influences 

5.6 Information management 

5.7 Actual influence 

5.8 Interactions 

5.9 Other 

6 SUCCESS INDICATORS 

6.1 Outcome 

6.2 Process 
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E5 Excerpt from thematic chart for theme 4.7 of thematic framework 

 

Ref Data 
Primary 
category Class I Class II Summary  [Incl. those in class II] 

813_014_U_11 
  CE outputs of AT provided an affordability 
check/ challenge for DM (p9) Role 

Affordability 
check 

Provides an affordability check 

813_013_U_12 
 Ofwat wanted light touch not detail - stuff 
was put in an appendix (p8) Role Constraints 

Extent of role determined by Ofwats 
preference for layout 
Type of incentive determines type 
(qual / quant) of CE used 
Non-discretionary scheme delivery 
regardless of CE 
Role limited by feasibility of 
proposed schemes 
Not used at project level as not 
defined 

813_013_U_13 
 Ambition i.e. financial or reputational 
incentives influenced whether numbers of 
"fluffy" stuff was used (p9) Role Constraints 

813_021_U_8 
Have to deliver Q schemes whether or not 
CE supports it or not (p3) Role Constraints 

813_022_U_19 
 Outputs from focus groups weren't used 
because as a result of the outputs proposed 
schemes were decided not to go ahead (p9) Role Constraints 

813_016_U_9 
Didn't use CE at project level - they aren't 
defined yet but instead as they go through 
the AMP (p6) Role Constraints Programming 

813_022_U_7 
Like to use qual quotes in presentations 
about strategy (p5) Role Dissemination 

Use qual quotes in presentations 

813_022_U_14 
 Like to show customer perspectives re. 
leakage in presentations (p5 / p6) Role Dissemination 

813_012_U_4 
Used CC to be able to tell the CCG how it 
aligns or doesn't align with plans and why 
(p4) Role 

Influence 
stakeholders 

Explain how CE does / doesn't align 
with plans 
Provides info to challenge 
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813_012_U_5 

Where CC doesn’t align with legislation it 
provides feedback to regs in CCG re. 
customer views to challenge their 
designations (p4) Role 

Influence 
stakeholders 

stakeholder designations 
Balanced presentation of CE to CCG 

813_015_U_13 
 IN comms with CCG both positive and 
negative elements were presented (p7) Role 

Influence 
stakeholders 

813_011_U_11 
 Use where need a more nuanced 
understanding where you can't be rational - 
go on feelings and best estimates  Role Inform 

Provides business with a more 
nuanced understanding of issues  
Used in chapters where needed for 
information 
Informs team thinking / mindset 
Informs materiality matrix 
Informs perceptions of own 
assumptions 

813_014_U_7 
CRL used if Chapter writers had an issue 
they needed to understand and provide 
insight for (p4) Role Inform 

Structure / 
develop BP 

813_017_U_5 
WR team thinking about how can use 
benefits in their DM (p9) Role Inform 

813_019_U_5 
Used in CR reports in materiality matrix's 
which show what is important to customers 
and stakeholders (p8) Role Inform 

813_019_U_6 
Make the business aware of issues and 
encourage the business to respond to it (p8) Role Inform 

813_022_U_10 
 Provides you with information that helps 
think about what might do with the costs (p8) Role Inform 

813_022_U_12 
 Reactive repsonses to consultation 
responses where issues flagged (p14) Role Inform 

813_023_U_1 

Prior to PR09 was ranking SF schemes 
based on own assumptions about customer 
views. At Pr09 asked customers to value it 
(p1) Role Inform 

813_012_U_3 
CP work used to ensure right questions for 
WTP - balanced with bus priorities (p3) Role 

Inform research 
design 

Informed subsequent CE research 
design 
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813_019_U_4 
Comms used CE outputs to drive a comms 
piece on Value for Money (p6) Role 

Inform research 
design 

Drives themes of comms work 
Informs future WSD research 
Informs need for future comms 
campaigns 

813_022_U_11 
 Use CE to optimise install to not install 
ratios in water saving devices to provide 
more robust figures in estimations (p9) Role 

Inform research 
design 

813_019_U_3 

Used outputs in terms of subjective rankings 
of service areas to understand where to 
target additional comms activities i.e. TV 
show (p6) Role 

Inform research 
design 

813_013_U_4 
Worked to try to justify programmes using 
CC (p2) Role 

Justification of 
approach 

Used to justify approaches adopted 
in programming 
Used to justify approaches to CCG 
Used to justify approaches in BP 
Used to justify approaches in 
Drought Plan 

813_013_U_5 
Perception that it has been used quite a lot, 
used to justify approaches with the CCG 
(p2) Role 

Justification of 
approach 

813_014_U_8 
Themes were then formed into narratives 
and then fed into chapters to support / justify 
approach (p4) Role 

Justification of 
approach 

813_014_U_10 
  Helped to strengthen work around 
particular options (p9) Role 

Justification of 
approach 

813_022_U_6 
Justification of drought plans (p4) Role 

Justification of 
approach 

813_017_U_7 

Tried to show both sides of the coin - no 
point trying to hide anything as it will come 
across as evasive - use this to explain why 
we have done what we have done (p7)* Role 

Justification of 
approach 

813_013_U_9 CE has also been used for programming (p7 Role Programming Used to reign back water 
programme to accommodate 
expensive wastewater expenditure 
Used high level trends for 
programming 
Used at programme level 

813_015_U_6 
been used to reign back water programme 
to accommodate more expensive statutory 
expenditure in WW (p8) Role Programming 

813_016_U_6 Predom high level trends especially for Q Role Programming 
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programme (p3) Used to prevent unsustainable 
business direction 
Used at key decision-points to 
decide asset level course of action 
Used to value proposals for 
improving targets 
Used to scale incentives and 
penalties associated with 
performance against targets 
Used to determine magnitude of 
programme and then schemes 
within that would be revised 
throughout amp 
Constrained overall price cap of 
investment  
Valued solutions were ranked and 
selected until met overall price cap 
determined by AT 

813_016_U_7 
 Facts stated that X % of customers didn't 
want you to go over stat req then this would 
be built into the plan (p4) Role Programming 

813_016_U_10  Used at programme level (p6) Role Programming 

813_017_U_4 

Doesn't feel that the CE data has been used 
in a way that has made company direction 
unsustainable in terms of maintenance - 
balance has been struck (p9) Role Programming 

813_017_U_6 

WTP valuations are being used at key 
decision-points to choose between 
maintenance; replacement; abandonment 
and then only agree to abandon it if it can be 
justified on a customer ground (p9) Role Programming 

813_020_U_8 
CE used to value proposals i.e. costs and 
benefits (p2) Role Programming 

813_021_U_5 
Used it to value of improving from poor to 
good or poor to moderate (p4) Role Programming 

813_021_U_6 

Main influence was in target setting - 
whether want to improve or stay stable and 
then looking at error bounds so if over 
performed by x% or underperformed by x% 
determined size of penalty or reward (p4) Role Programming 

813_023_U_2 

PR09 WTP values were used to determine 
size of prog and which schemes were 
included in prog and revising this through 
the AMP (p2 / p8) Role Programming 

813_023_U_3 
 AT constrained the size of the programme 
as this was related to bill increases. set a 
price cap (p4 / p5) Role Programming 
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813_023_U_4 
CBA used to prioritise projects up to the 
price cap set by AT (p5) role Programming 

813_023_U_5 
Use WTPS2 to determining projects in Amp6 
prioritisation - just not in BP due to timing 
issues (p5) role Programming 

813_023_U_6 

ID problem areas, solutions developed, 
solutions costed, solutions into OPTIMUS, 
WTP + other benefits  into OPTIMUS, 
solutions ranked, solutions selected until ran 
out of money (p6) role Programming 

813_017_U_12 

 Ww face different challenges i.e. more env 
work - CE in ww changed pace and 
affordability but in w It was about changing 
the overall direction or the endpoint as to 
where we were going to go (p8) Role Programming 

813_014_U_1 
Customer Promises work important as 
provided the strategic bones which the plan 
was drafted around (p3) Role 

Structure / 
develop BP 

Customer promises structured 
Business Plan 
AT supported BP content 
Presented customer priorities and 
their bill and target preferences 
In some cases only used in 
supplementary chapters not main 
sections 
Provided balanced view of customer 
research findings 

813_015_U_5 
AT2 results used in write up of BP (p5) Role 

Structure / 
develop BP 

813_016_U_3 
Supported bP write up (p2) Role 

Structure / 
develop BP 

813_016_U_4 
CE data supported section on stakeholders 
in BP (p3) Role 

Structure / 
develop BP 

813_016_U_5 

Presented what customers considered to be 
priorities, whether they wanted to pay more 
or less to maintain a stable service or a 
greater service.  (p3) Role 

Structure / 
develop BP 

813_016_U_11 
 Wasn't used in their part of the BP that they 
were responsible for but pointed to 
supplementary chapters were it may have Role 

Structure / 
develop BP 
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been used (p4) 

813_017_U_3 

Started chapters with what the customer and 
stakeholders wanted showing both sides of 
the coin including where there was conflict - 
i.e. so qual work  was being used to set 
context in chapters before moving on to the 
MoS and how these was done  (p7)  Role 

Structure / 
develop BP 

813_011_U_6 
CE useful for the blurb i.e. supporting 
evidence in BP (p8) Role 

Supporting 
evidence 

Reputational incentives supported 
by qual 
Financial incentives supported by 
quant 

813_013_U_18 
 Reputational incentives tended to be 
supported by 'fluffy stuff" (p9) Role 

Supporting 
evidence 

813_013_U_19 
 financial incentives were supported by a 
"real" statistical plan (p9) Role 

Supporting 
evidence 

813_020_U_7 Not sure how qual outputs were used (p2) Role Unsure Unsure how used 

813_011_U_3 
used CC to align on top of strategies that 
had already been developed Role Validation 

CE aligned to predetermined 
strategies 
Have to amend plans to match 
customer research to gain legitimacy 
Used where it supported plans 

813_011_U_4 

Regulator states have to use it to inform 
plans, wc already have plans that think is the 
best thing, in order to gain legitimacy we 
have to demonstrate it matches customer 
stuff (p7) Role Validation 

813_011_U_5 

You have an impression of what plan is 
going to be based on other external views 
and where the customer evidence supported 
that it was part of the mix (p8) Role Validation 

813_014_U_12 

 Still a sense that we will write the plan and 
then if CE supports it that is ok and if not we 
will still need to write the plan to meet ofwats 
needs (p8) Role Validation 
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E6 Actor contributions to knowledge management 

practices 
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Table E6-1 Practitioner roles relative to expressed participative process 

 Determination 
of regulatory 

reporting 
requirements 

Activity 
scoping 

Detailed 
design 

Output 
generation 

Transformation 
and packaging 

of outputs 

Distribution 
and 

dissemination 
of outputs 

Outcome 
delivery 
planning 

Development 
of investment 

plan 

Business 
plan 

documents 
authoring 

Water 
Resources 

Management 
Plan 

Executive Team           

Steering groups           

Economic 
Regulation 

          

Customer 
Research  

          

External 
communications 

          

Strategy Teams 
(Including: Water 
resources; Water 
non-
infrastructure; 
Water 
infrastructure; 
Environment; 
Wastewater non-
infrastructure; 
Wastewater 
infrastructure) 

          

Asset 
management, 
OPTIMUS and 
Investment 
planning teams 

          

PR14 
Management 
Team 
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Ofwat           

CCG           

Stakeholders           

Experts           

Fieldworkers           
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E7 Customer engagement activities conducted 



 

 458

Table E7-1 Customer engagement activities conducted 

Customer contribution 
identified 

Description Mechanism 
type adopted 

Mechanism 
categorisation 

Regulatory 
driver 

Acceptability testing - 1 To gain an initial understanding of the acceptability of proposed 
levels of service and the associated bill impact across a range of 
attributes and the entire investment package 

Survey 

Focus groups 

Consultation 

Participation Y 

Acceptability testing - 2 To confirm the acceptability of proposed levels of service and the 
associated bill impact across a range of attributes and the entire 
investment package on the basis of amendments following 
acceptability testing 1 

Survey Consultation 

Y 

Supermarket stall None provided Supermarket 
stall 

Communication 
 

Value for Money campaign None provided Social media 

Giveaways 

Radio adds 

Communication 

 

Water saving devices 
supermarket stall 

Promotion of water saving devices to increase customer uptake Supermarket 
stall 

Communication 
 

Showerhead 
demonstration in 
supermarkets 

Promotion of water saving showerheads to increase customer 
uptake 

Supermarket 
stall 

Communication 
 

Water saving campaigns Communication campaigns to promote water saving behaviours Social media 

Giveaways 

Radio adds 

Bill boards 

YouTube videos 

Communication 

 

Customer contacts / 
complaints 

Information recorded from when customers have contacted the 
organisation i.e. to report a leak or an interruption to service 

None Communication 
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Social tariff research To gain an understanding as to how the organisation can provide 
payment structure for those who struggle to pay their bill 

Deliberative 
groups 

Participation 
Y 

Involvement of plumbers 
with water saving devices 

To gain an understanding as to the interest of plumbers in 
promoting water saving devices on behalf of organisation 

Focus groups Participation 
 

Customer priorities  To gain an understanding as to the main issues for customers with 
respect to their water and wastewater services. This fed into the 
WTP research 

Group 
discussions 

Participation 
 

Customer promises Identification of overarching service issues in order to provide the 
strategic bones for the business plan and assist in the articulation 
of outcomes 

Survey 

Focus groups 

Online interview 

Consultation / 
participation Y 

Social media None provided Social media Communications  

Water use behaviours To gain an understanding of demand management behaviours in 
West Cumbria 

Social research 

Saturation 
surveys 

Participation 

 

Leakage research None provided Survey Consultation  

Water saving devices 
survey 

An annual follow-up survey targeted at those customers who were 
offered water saving devices 

Survey Consultation 
 

Micro-component survey To gain an understanding of the water consuming activities within 
residential households 

Survey Consultation 
Y 

Leaky-loo strips high 
consumption research 

To gain an understanding of the effectives of ‘leaky-loo’ strips at 
identifying residential leaks 

Survey Consultation 
 

West Cumbria security of 
supply research 

To gain an understanding of customer preferences for schemes to 
address security of supply issue in West Cumbria 

Survey Consultation 
 

Water Resources 
Management Plan 
consultation 

A consultation on the proposed Water Resources Management 
Plan 

Consultation Consultation 
Y 

WTP stated preference 
survey – stage 1 

To gain an understanding of the value customers place on 
improvements or deteriorations in levels of service across a range 

Survey Consultation 
Y 
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of attributes 

WTP stated preference 
survey – stage 2 Water 
Resources 

To gain a greater clarity of understanding of the value customers 
place on improvements or deteriorations in levels of service across 
a range of water resources attributes 

Survey Consultation 
 

WTP stated preference 
survey – stage 2 Sewer 
flooding 

To gain a greater clarity of understanding of the value customers 
place on improvements or deteriorations in levels of service across 
a range of sewer flooding attributes 

Survey Consultation 
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E8 Factors perceived to have fostered and 

constrained knowledge acquisition practices 

E.8.1 Factors perceived to have fostered and constrained 

knowledge acquisition practices 

 

Figure E8-1 Factors fostering knowledge acquisition practices 
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Figure E8-2 Factors constraining knowledge acquisition 
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Table E8-1 Factors fostering knowledge acquisition 

Category Factor Description 

P
ra

c
ti
ti
o
n

e
r 

c
h
a
ra

c
te

ri
s
ti
c
s
 

Past Experiences 

− Strategy Managers with prior Price Review experience were able to better engage in the knowledge acquisition 
activities, in particular WTP activities as they were able to better anticipate the output format and had pre-
developed routines for its application 

− Strategy Managers that had prior experience in Retail functions of the organisation had a greater familiarity with 
the acquisition of Customer knowledge for planning and decision-making 

Credibility 
− External credibility of the knowledge acquisition process was enhanced through the use of external experts 

− Internal credibility of the knowledge acquisition process was enhanced through academic peer review scrutiny 

Receptiveness/ 
importance 

− Economic Regulation practitioners and Customer Research practitioners were committed to the acquisition of 
customer knowledge for use in the Price Review process 

− The receptiveness of Strategy Managers and PR14 team increased as the importance of customer knowledge 
acquisition process became increasing manifested within the organisation 

E
x
p
e
rt

s
 

Experts 

− The commissioning of experts enabled the acquisition of customer knowledge through the deployment of 
Customer Engagement activities which could not have been achieved by practitioners within the organisation  

P
ra

c
ti
ti
o

n
e
r 

b
e

h
a

v
io

u
rs

 

Shared Problem 
Identification 

− Shared problem identification practices were adopted in Customer Engagement Activities that aimed to 
generate highly specific outputs. Examples provided include: WTP Stage Two studies into Water Resources 
and Sewer flooding, and Acceptability Testing 

− Customer Engagement outputs appear to be perceived to be of greater quality as a result of Shared Problem 
Identification 

Collaboration 

− Practitioner (Economic Regulation, Customer Research, Strategy Managers and the CCG) attendance at 
Customer Engagement activities provided valuable context around the acquisition of customer knowledge  

− Close collaboration between Experts and Economic Regulation practitioners facilitated the improvement of 
econometric research skills in 

Routines − The development of routines for activities associated with the acquisition of customer knowledge (as a result of 
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prior experience) enabled practitioners to better manage the demands placed on them 

Opportunities for 
reflection and 

feedback 

− Opportunities for informal engagement with colleagues and the provision of updates on Customer Engagement 
Activities at PR14 briefing sessions enabled a broader level of awareness to be gained across the Strategy 
Teams 

 Right people 
involved and 

continuity 

− Water resources practitioners capitalised on engagement skills within the External communications team by 
collaborating with them on water saving devices engagement activities enabled more efficient use of resources 

O
rg

a
n

is
a
ti
o

n
a
l 
b
e

h
a

v
io

u
r 

Resource 
management 

− The speed of the design and delivery of Customer Engagement activities was enhanced through the use of 
external consultants 

Managerial 
influence and 

support 

− The acquisition of customer knowledge was highly supported by the Executive Team 

− The involvement of senior managers in the knowledge acquisition stages was highly regarded 

Culture 
− The extent of impact on organisational culture associated with the increased expectations for customer 

knowledge acquisition was perceived by some Strategy Managers to be less than at PR09 – this contrasts with 
other practitioner views  

Opportunities for 
informal learning 

− The improvement of econometric research skills in Economic Regulation team practitioners was associated 
with close collaboration with Experts 

E
x
te

rn
a

l 
in

fl
u
e

n
c
e

s
 

External 
influences 

− Regulatory drivers for specific Customer Engagement activities strongly provided a way of focusing the 
organisations resources 

− A strong media and government low cost agenda for utility organisations strengthened the organisations 
rationale for the acquisition of customer knowledge  

− A perceived transitioning towards commercialising the delivery of water and wastewater sectors in England and 
Wales strengthened the organisations rationale for the acquisition of customer knowledge 
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Table E8-2 Factors constraining knowledge acquisition 

Category Factor Description 

P
ra

c
ti
ti
o
n

e
r 

c
h
a
ra

c
te

ri
s
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c
s
 

Expertise 

− A lack of Customer Engagement skills within the organisation renders the organisation dependant on external 
experts to drive the detailed design of Customer Engagement activities 

− The dominance of technical expertise of Strategy Managers (an little to no Customer Engagement skills) has 
constrained the extent to which Strategy Managers perceive their input into in the knowledge acquisition stage 

− The strong economic research expertise of Economic Regulation practitioners was perceived by Strategy 
Managers to have constrained their perceived need to engage with other practitioners on Econometric 
Customer Engagement activity design and content 

− Those practitioners in External communications, whilst being skilled in engagement, are perceived to lack 
technical knowledge. This is perceived to be an issue by Strategy Managers who have questioned their ability to 
effectively articulate complex concepts in their engagement activities 

− There is a large knowledge gap between customers, the CCG, experts and Strategy Managers which constrains 
easy knowledge exchange requiring all actors to adapt their behaviours to the needs of the situation 

Past experiences 

− Few practitioners had prior Price Review experience this constrained the ease at which practitioners could 
acclimate to the addition of unfamiliar practices to their routine and added to their cognitive burden 

− Poor experiences at the previous Price Review limited some practitioners confidence in the organisations ability 
to execute an effective knowledge acquisition process  

Perceptions of lay 
knowledge 

− Some Strategy Managers were unconvinced of the robustness of Customer Engagement activity recruitment 
mechanisms voicing concern about its ability to capture views of ‘normal’ customers 

− The efficacy of Customer Engagement activities was perceived to be affected by a low level of customer 
knowledge about water and wastewater services and how it interacts with their bill  

Receptiveness 
and perceived 

importance 

− Strategy Managers were reported by some to be unengaged in the knowledge acquisition processes early in the 
PR14 process. This was attributed to a lack of support for the acquisition of customer knowledge for use in the 
PR14 planning and decision-making process.  

− The acquisition of customer knowledge was, in the early stages, not considered to be a key part of the PR14 
process and thus received little attention from Strategy Managers 

− There is limited legacy of broad acquisition of customer knowledge for the PR14 planning and decision-making 
process which influence its receptiveness in the organisation 
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Experts 

− The use of Experts from outside of the organisation increased the complexity of effective knowledge sharing 

− The use of Experts and fieldworkers from outside the organisation limited the extent of their organisation-
specific and sector-specific knowledge raising concerns about their ability to articulate complex organisational 
issues accurately whilst being understandable for customers and inevitably the quality and alignment of the 
outputs generated 

P
ra

c
ti
ti
o

n
e
r 

b
e

h
a

v
io

u
rs

 

Shared problem 
identification 

− A lack of Shared Problem Identification practices between practitioners responsible for the acquisition of 
customer knowledge and those who would be subsequently applying this knowledge had negative implications 
for the application of customer knowledge  

− A lack of Shared Problem Identification practices in the scoping phases of the knowledge acquisition phase 
constrained easy understanding and active engagement responding to Customer Engagement activity 
information requests and consultation as communications important lacked context. This is supported by the 
views of Economic Regulation practitioners who stated that Strategy Managers were slow to respond to 
information requests and reluctant to commit to providing data due to concerns about how it was to be used.  

− Poor Shared Problem Identification practices resulted in perceptions that Customer Engagement activity 
consultations (including data validation) were insufficiently robust with implications for the quality of outputs 
generated 

Collaboration 

− Early collaborative efforts (a Customer Engagement working group) were disbanded 

− Collaboration with the CCG formed the major focus for knowledge producers at the detriment of receptiveness 
and users within the organisation 

Awareness and 
receptiveness to 

other views 

− Economic Regulation practitioners found it difficult to express the implications of Ofwat’s changing approach to 
PR14 due to the delays in their availability of their guidance 

− Poor receptiveness to the acquisition and use of Customer knowledge reported at the start of the PR14 
planning and decision-making process constrained the progress of knowledge acquisition 

− Little consideration of raising awareness of the aims of customer knowledge acquisition resulted in poor 
understanding of the processes and the implications of decisions made within this phase 

− Economic regulation practitioners were reportedly unreceptive to suggested modifications of Customer 
Engagement Activity design suggested by Strategy Managers 

Routines 

− Quinquennial nature of the Price Review constrained the extent to which practitioner developed and embedded 
these practices into their routines 

− Knowledge acquisition processes did not form a compelling component of Strategy Managers routines as they 
did not perceive it to be a key element of the PR14 process, instead a parallel work stream 
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− Information requests and consultation opportunities in the knowledge acquisition phase were described as 
rushed and frantic limiting the ability for practitioners to fully engage in this process 

Ownership 
− Limited ownership of the Customer Engagement activities by Strategy Managers had implications for their 

understanding of the objectives of these activities and their engagement in their design, the alignment of outputs 
to their needs as the main users and how the application practices they employed 

Right people 
involved and 
continuity of 
involvement 

− Commissioning of Experts external to the organisation limited the continuity of support and guidance for the 
practitioner within the organisation after the end of the project 

− The management of Customer Engagement activities from Economic Regulation was perceived to have been a 
poor choice due to the limited exposure to customers this team.  

− The lack of a central Customer Engagement function to manage and co-ordinate Knowledge Acquisition limited 
the strategic approach to its design and deployment with implications for its use 

K
n
o
w

le
d
g
e

 c
h
a
ra

c
te
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s
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c
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Quality and 
accuracy 

− Need to simplify complex themes in order for content to be understood by customers risks over-simplification of 
service issues and prevents the exploration of some themes with customers 

− The need to explore both water and wastewater service issues in a single Customer Engagement introduces 
potential presentational asymmetries due to the nature of each service type 

− Regional sample population limits the opportunities to explore specific location specific service issues limiting 
collection of valuable customer knowledge 

Formalisation of 
participatory 
mechanisms 

− Strategy Mangers reported being alienated by the use of econometric research methods, referring to them as 
‘black box’ or a ‘black arts’, with implications for the ease of their understanding and engaging in consultation 
exercises 

Packaging 

− Poor packaging of WTP activity consultation resulted in confusion amongst practitioners  

− Knowledge producers focused attention on the packaging of consultation material intended for the CCG at the 
detriment of the packaging of material intended for practitioner within the organisation 

Scheduling 

− Lack of strategic scheduling of Customer Engagement activities led to a lack of consistent approaches to 
sample population segmentation across individual projects 

− Reactionary projects scheduled late in the process to account for poor coverage of themes in Customer 
Engagement activities 

− Limited attention was given to the scheduling of Customer Engagement activities relative to concurrent Strategy 
development affecting the robustness of content provided by Strategy Managers as LoS options were not fully 
defined 
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− Poor consideration was given to the design schedule of Customer Engagement activity development. The 
stress on the overall delivery timescales constrained the innovativeness of mechanisms chosen instead 
privileging those that enabled easy management and control 

− Early scheduling of Customer Engagement activities was constrained by the need to balance this with its 
continued relevance at submission 

− The unanticipated level of consultation required by the CCG was a big constraint on the management of 
delivery of Customer Engagement activities with implications of their routines in managing knowledge sharing at 
this stage 

O
rg

a
n
is

a
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o

n
a
l 
b

e
h
a

v
io

u
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Resource 
management 

− The organisation lacked sophisticated corporate systems that enabled the organisation to extract value from 
existing knowledge regarding customers view (i.e. customer contact data) necessitating a focus on the 
acquisition of new knowledge  

Management 
influence and 

support 

− Lack of managerial influence on ensuring alignment of Customer Engagement activities and concurrent strategy 
and business plan development at a tactical, functional and organisational level 

− PR14 management team were not receptive to the need to acquire new customer knowledge at PR14 which 
resulted in a slow start to this process and personnel changes within the team 

− The Service Incentive Mechanism (SIM), a critical corporate driver, caused some senior managers to be 
cautious about the acquisition of customer knowledge for fear it may attract SIM points 

Culture 
− The organisation is considered to be undergoing a culture change from Utility provision to Service provision. 

Culture changes are perceived to be very difficult particularly where there is a limited legacy of acquiring new 
customer knowledge.  

Opportunities for 
informal learning 

− Practitioner described the PR14 process as a learning experience due to the unfamiliarity of the process 
resulting in a lack of concerted action early on in the process and a late encoding of routines 

Motivational 
clarity 

− The organisations reliance on Ofwat to provide direction on the reporting requirements for PR14 constrained the 
effectiveness of Customer Engagement activity scoping 
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External 
influences 

− Delay in the delivery of Ofwat’s methodology for PR14 constrained the development of a strategic approach to 
knowledge acquisition. This compounded the view that organisation was reliant on Ofwat to drive its approach 
to planning and decision-making despite Ofwat’s attempts to adopt a hands off approach 

− The focus on Ofwat’s PR14 methodology constrained the extent to which the organisation developed bespoke 
Customer Engagement activities 

− The consultation requirements of the CCG extended far beyond and at a greater depth than had been 
anticipated constraining independent management of the knowledge acquisition process 

− The choices made within the knowledge acquisition process were frequently compared to those of other water 
utilities within the water sector reflecting the legacy of comparative regulation 

− The frequency at which the PR methodology is changed was a considerable constraint on practitioners ability to 
embed the actions and responsibility required of them into routines 
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E9 Factors that foster and constrain knowledge 

management in knowledge transformation, 

distribution and application 

E.9.1 Factors that foster or constrain knowledge 

management in knowledge transformation, 

distribution and application 

 

Figure E9-1 Factors fostering the transformation, distribution, storage and 

application of knowledge 
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Figure E9-2 Factors constraining the transformation, distribution, storage and 

application of knowledge 
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Table E9-1 Factors fostering knowledge transformation, distribution, storage and application 

Category  Factor Description 
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Past experiences 

Practitioners that had previous experience in the retail function of the organisation had embedded routines for the 
application of non-econometric Customer Engagement outputs 

Strategy managers that had previous experience of a Price Review process had embedded routines for the 
application of WTP outputs in planning and decision-making 

Expertise / Skills OPTIMUS teams application of WTP benefit values fostered the embedded nature of outputs in Corporate systems 

Receptiveness / 
importance 

The perceived importance of Customer knowledge and its contribution to the PR14 process grew as the planning 
process progressed  

Economic Regulation practitioners perceived there to be a pull for Customer Engagement outputs by Strategy 
Managers 
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 Knowledge brokers 

Economic Regulation practitioners and Customer Research practitioners were responsible for the selection or 
rejection of knowledge intended for exchange within the broader organisation.  

The knowledge transformations facilitated by the Customer Research practitioner improved the clarity of findings 
from Qualitative Customer Engagement activities  
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Collaboration 

Collaborative working between water infrastructure and water non-infrastructure strategy teams enabled 
knowledge sharing resulting in the innovative application of Customer Engagement Outputs  

Bespoke deliberative sessions for the dissemination of Acceptability Testing Stage One outputs reportedly 
facilitated increased receptiveness to the application of Customer Engagement outputs 

The organisation was successful in establishing positive collaborative relationships with the CCG provisioning an 
influential forum for deliberation regarding the application of Customer Engagement outputs 

Routines 

Asset Managers, were not involved in the knowledge acquisition, transformation, distribution stages of the planning 
and decision-making stages but the embedded nature of WTP benefit values in corporate systems limited the 
impact on their routines 

A template was developed in order to generate broadly consistent Business Plan chapter presentation 

Strategy managers were able to adopt flexible practices with respect to the use of qualitative Customer 
Engagement outputs in the generation of Business Plan chapter reflecting the different investment challenges 
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facing water and wastewater functions 

Opportunities for 
reflection and 
feedback 

The opportunity for practitioners to observe Customer Engagement activities had a perceived positive effect on 
practitioner understanding of the context of Customer Engagement outputs 

Opportunities for immediate feedback at PR14 briefings assisted in maintaining / improving practitioner confidence 
in the role of customer knowledge in the PR14 planning and decision-making process  

Ownership 
Greater Strategy Manager ownership of the application of qualitative customer engagement outputs was perceived 
to facilitate flexible application allowing them to reflect different investment challenges facing water and wastewater 
functions 
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Quality and accuracy Credibility of Customer Engagement outputs was improved as a result of academic peer review 

Divergence 
Low levels of divergent findings across multiple Customer Engagement outputs facilitated easier knowledge 
application 

Alignment 

Alignment of findings of qualitative Customer Engagement activities and proposed investment strategies fostered 
greater application 

Econometric Customer Engagement outputs provided clear indication of customer preferences enabling greater 
alignment with Outcome Delivery planning and Investment Plan development 

Alignment of dissemination session to the specific needs of knowledge users was considered an effective 
management of resources in a resource constrained process 

Packaging 

Packaging that aligned to practitioners level of expertise facilitated greater use 

Dissemination of Customer Engagement Outputs through the use of supporting presentation and briefings was well 
received 

Reports were described as an invaluable reference document that also performed the secondary function of 
providing demonstrable evidence of findings for scrutiny by regulators should this be necessary  

The development of the Customer Engagement Matrix provided clear key conclusions having rationalised ‘noise’ of 
qualitative Customer Engagement outputs 

The adoption of a strategic dissemination approach by Economic Regulation practitioners (the initial use of in-depth 
deliberative mechanisms for the Acceptability Stage One activity) enabled the use of less resource intensive 
approaches for Acceptability Testing Stage Two 

Considered approach to the packaging of Customer Engagement outputs for use by the CCG was credited with the 
maintenance of positive working relationships 
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Knowledge storage 
Storage of WTP benefit values in corporate Benefits Framework within OPTIMUS facilitated broad and consistent 
application whilst also having a low impact on practitioner routines 
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Resource 
management 

The allocation of Customer engagement transformation to Customer Research practitioner and Economic 
Regulation practitioners limited the impact on Strategy Team resources 

Managerial influence 
and support 

The use of customer engagement steering groups at a senior level reportedly worked well enabling top-down 
decision-making influence, cutting through different messages to understand the implication of investment planning 
at an organisational level and then cascading down implications for functional levels 

Support and guidance was provided to Strategy Managers, OPTIMUS team, and Investment Planning teams to 
enable the robust application of Acceptability Testing outputs 

Culture 
The adoption of a risk-averse approach to the affordability / financeability at the PR14 planning and decision-
making process reflected poor experiences at PR09 where the organisations assessment of financeability wasn’t 
undertaken till the end of the planning process leading to ‘slash and burn’ approach to investment plan optimisation  

Learning culture 
The isolation of effective and poor behaviours through undertaking a ‘Lessons Learned’ exercise on the customer 
engagement in the Price Review process was considered to be a key future activity to be conducted by the 
organisation 

Motivational clarity 

Motivations driving knowledge application were described as ‘aligned on top of pre-developed strategies’ or ‘it was 
used where it backed up a pre-determined view’ which was described as successful use 

The application of customer engagement outputs was not described as being tokenistic with practitioners strongly 
believing it to have affected their approach to investment planning 
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Table E9-2 Factors constraining knowledge transformation, distribution, storage and application 

Category  Factor Description 
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Expertise / Skills 

Practitioners involved in the application of customer knowledge in planning and decision-making have strong 
technical skills but limited Customer Engagement expertise constraining the effective application of customer 
knowledge in planning an decision-making 

Lack of Econometric research skills in Strategy Managers constrained the ease of understanding of outputs 
resulting in a significant need for time for reflection  

The expertise of Economic Regulation practitioners were not sufficient for the level of consultation and 
dissemination requirements of the CCG leading to the use of contracted experts for this purpose 

The Customer Research practitioner independently transformed customer knowledge outputs into new 
organisation specific outputs yet, whilst they had significant customer engagement expertise, they had limited 
water and wastewater knowledge which had the potential to constrain the effective selection and rejection of 
knowledge during the transformation stages 

High level of Economic research expertise of some Economic Regulation practitioners constrained their ability to 
effectively engage with those with less economic knowledge within the organisation 

Lack of econometric research expertise amongst knowledge users fostered a requirement for significant levels of 
guidance and support which was not deemed to be available  

Past experiences 
Few practitioners had prior Price Review experience this constrained the ease at which practitioners could 
acclimate to the addition of unfamiliar practices to their routine and added to their cognitive burden 

Preference for 
knowledge types 

Where Customer engagement outputs demonstrated issues with Customer understanding practitioners stated this 
constrained the application of this knowledge in their planning and decision-making 

Personal attitudes and 
ideologies 

Knowledge producers believe that knowledge users believe that the Business Plan to be ‘the organisations plan’ 
not a plan for customers.  

Receptiveness / 
importance 

Knowledge users were slow to support the acquisition and application of Customer Knowledge in planning and 
decision-making 

Ofwat’s pre-qualification announcements make knowledge users extremely nervous about the extent to which 
Customer Knowledge has been, and should be, applied in PR14 planning and decision-making. The feedback from 
Ofwat to the organisation constrained the extent to which Customer knowledge was applied  



 

 476

E
x
p
e
rt

s
 Experts 

Lack of water and wastewater knowledge of experts employed to design and deploy Customer Engagement 
activities has constrained the extent of application of Customer knowledge as the depth of exploration of specific 
service attributes was insufficient 

Use of experts led to a disconnect between the acquisition of Customer knowledge and application by knowledge 
users 
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Knowledge brokers 

Selection, rejection and transformation of Customer knowledge by Economic Regulation practitioners and 
Customer Research practitioners significantly constrains the extent of knowledge filtered to Knowledge users thus 
relying significantly on their validity and robustness of their choices in this stage of the process 
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Shared problem 
identification 

Lack of shared problem identification in the knowledge acquisition phase resulted in Strategy Managers being 
required to use Customer Engagement outputs they were unfamiliar with requiring more time to reflect and digest 
the Customer Engagement outputs generated in the application phase 

Lack of shared problem identification constrained the extent to which knowledge users could prepare and 
anticipate its application in their planning and decision-making 

Collaboration 

Lack of collaboration across the different knowledge management stages of the PR14 planning and decision-
making process constrained knowledge sharing 

Little collaboration between Steering groups, the Executive Team and those responsible for the Outcome delivery 
planning and Investment plan development regarding their top-down decisions regarding the organisations 
investment strategy resulting in frustrated knowledge users 

The Executive Team and Steering groups privileged collaboration with the CCG over collaboration within the 
organisation 

Strong collaboration between Economic Regulation / Customer Research practitioners and Experts made them 
less aware of the knowledge gap between them and knowledge users 

Trust 

Knowledge users had to place significant trust in the ability of the Customer Research practitioners ability to select, 
reject and transform Customer Engagement outputs for their use as, despite admitting this was a risk, they were 
unable to cross-check this with the complete set of findings generated by each Customer Engagement activity due 
to resource constraints 

Awareness and 
receptiveness to other 
views 

Customer Engagement outputs and dissemination activities were not tailored to the knowledge levels of users due 
to Knowledge producers not being cognisant of the knowledge levels of their audience  
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Routines 

Knowledge users were unable to sufficiently prepare their routines for the application of Customer knowledge due 
to their perceived lack of involvement in the Knowledge acquisition stage 

Frantic routines of knowledge users constrained extensive collaboration with respect to the application of Customer 
Engagement outputs 

Infrequent nature of Price Review planning and decision-making processes constrained the extent of embedded 
routines of knowledge users 

Water and wastewater functions were reported as adopting inconsistent routines for the application of Customer 
Engagement outputs in their planning and decision-making processes leading to a lack of consistent application  

Routines of knowledge producers was focused towards producing knowledge for use with the CCG resulting in 
comparatively less time and effort spent on distribution and dissemination of customer engagement outputs within 
the organisation 

 

Opportunities for 
reflection and 
feedback 

The limited time available for reflection on the Customer Engagement outputs generated limited users to focus on 
the summaries that were produced with no consideration of fuller findings with users having to assume they were 
an accurate representation of Customer knowledge 

The limited time available for reflection of the Customer Engagement outputs constrained the extent to which 
‘what-if’ scenarios were generated for Investment Planning and Outcome Delivery planning 

Reported under-use of Customer Engagement outputs due to the limited time available for reflection 

Steering groups and Executive Team failed to provide adequate feedback from the CCG with respect to the 
reception of material developed by knowledge users for use with the CCG 

The submission of the PR14 submission provides the opportunity for knowledge users to re-address Customer 
engagement in more detail to better understand its full potential  

Speed and quality of feedback cascading down through the organisation from Steering Groups and Executive 
Team led to confusion, mixed messages and delays in the effective dissemination and application of customer 
knowledge by Economic Regulation practitioners and Strategy managers  

Ownership 
Insufficient drive of knowledge users to actively own or direct the Customer Engagement activity content that would 
impact the strategy area they were responsible for is responsible for the reported lack of alignment between 
outputs and Outcome delivery approaches 
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 Quality and accuracy 

Strategy managers concerned about the robustness of the Customer engagement output transformation process 

Lack of coordination in the sample population definition for Customer Engagement activities limited the extent to 
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which findings from across all activities could be ‘brought to life’ and the ability to tailor specific solutions  

Transformed Customer Engagement outputs (non-econometric and econometric) lacked context constraining the 
confidence of knowledge producers in its application 

Application of a WTP benefit value was constrained by errors made in the knowledge acquisition phase which 
presented current levels of service as more favourable than they were under-representing the potential for service 
improvements 

The act of attempting to apply Customer Knowledge in planning and decision-making process highlighted design 
and content issues that were not identified in the knowledge acquisition stage 

Application of qualitative customer engagement outputs in Outcome delivery planning and investment planning is 
limited as they don’t provide statistically generated preferences and focused on themes that were too high level 

Application of Customer knowledge in the development of schemes / solutions constrained by Customer 
Engagement activity design choices resulting in assumptions being made 

Difficulties in the application of Acceptability Testing outputs as a result of the presentation of discretionary and 
non-discretionary service attributes in the design of the activity 

Application of WTP outputs to multiple MoS was constrained by poor wording choices and attribute performance 
units leading to the need to infer benefit values  

Failure to provide location-specific customer knowledge which would have facilitated more targeted knowledge 
application 

Social Research undertaken by the Water Resources Team failed to deliver the outputs promised severely 
constraining the application of the knowledge gained 

Divergence 

The application of customer knowledge was constrained where it was perceived to go against practitioners views 
about what was the ‘right’ approach 

Divergence of messages within qualitative customer engagement outputs made it too difficult to use 

The organisations approach to balancing divergent customer and stakeholder needs privileged those of the 
stakeholders largely as a result of their ability to prosecute for non-delivery 

Difficulty in rationalising divergent interests of stakeholders (interested in long-term improvements) and customers 
(interested in short-term transactional and service benefits) 

Divergence in econometric outputs (i.e. between WTP outputs and Acceptability Testing outputs) caused issues 
with how expenditure was rationalised across investment areas  

Alignment 
Failure to align WTP outputs to the needs of users due to a lack of transformation resulting in too much focus on 
methodology and not enough on the results 
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Poor alignment between content of Customer Engagement activities and the strategic choices in Outcome Delivery 
and investment planning led to some MoS being disbanded, some benefits values having to be inferred through 
scaling and conversions from available WTP values constraining its robust application 

Dissemination activities were poorly tailored to the audience resulting in the frustration of knowledge users who 
had taken out valuable time in time pressured routines 

Application of Customer engagement outputs was constrained if the organisation did not consider the service 
attribute to be an issues with no investment needs identified 

Packaging 
Reports were considered to have limited value, expensive and time consuming to develop and use  

Poor use of non-econometric outputs linked to low impact of Customer Research matrix  

Scheduling 

Poor communications caused confusion around the delivery of outputs for use in planning and decision-making 

Application of customer knowledge was significantly constrained by late arrival (and thus subsequent 
transformation) of Customer Engagement outputs 

The delivery of too many Customer Engagement outputs to knowledge users at the same time constrained the 
extent to which each output could be examined.  

Treatment of CE as individual projects as opposed to a programme of work constrained the relative strategic 
scheduling of Customer Engagement output delivery  

Opportunities to explore emergent findings were limited as a result of poor scheduling of output delivery relative to 
planning and decision-making milestones  

Relative scheduling of Customer knowledge acquisition / application were not aligned to the schedules of Outcome 
delivery, investment and business planning constraining the extent of application of customer knowledge 

A lack of evidence to substantiate any changes to LoS was caused by delays in the WTP Stage two Water 
Resources outputs, a critical feature of the WRMP supply-demand balance, resulting in no outputs available in time 
for the WRMP submission 

Knowledge storage 

Awareness of the Customer research Library was low amongst knowledge users and therefore constrained their 
access to a wealth of Customer Engagement outputs 

Technical issues and difficulties in navigation were associated with the Customer Research Library constraining 
practitioners desire to utilise this resource 

Lack of ability to ‘lock’ the editing facility of business plan chapters led to poor tracking of what content had been 
edited out with some of the applications of Customer Engagement outputs in Business Plan chapters being lost 
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management the form of Customer Contacts and SIM data which could have been applied in a compelling way in planning and 
decision-making 

Managerial influence 
and support 

A lack of support in the interpretation of WTP and Acceptability Testing outputs caused users to express concern 
over the veracity of the conclusions they have drawn through its application 

Strong management influence was deemed to be positive but the speed of the communication of their decisions 
down through the organisation delayed their implementation 

Learning culture 
Failure to conduct lessons learned exercises for past processes has constrained the extent to which the 
organisation has learned from previous poor practices 

Opportunities for 
informal learning 

A ‘learning as went along’ approach to the management of Customer knowledge has constrained the success of its 
application in planning and decision-making 

Motivational clarity 

With a clear dependence on Ofwat to drive the organisations approach to planning and decision-making and the 
application of Customer knowledge at PR14, the delay in the arrival of their methodology constrained the extent to 
which a strategic approach to knowledge acquisition was adopted with implications then for its application 

The utilisation of Customer engagement outputs to their full extent was constrained by the organisations decision 
to use it to validate / justify pre-determined performance scenarios as opposed to using this insight to shape the 
development of performance scenarios  

Lack of a legacy of seeking and applying customer knowledge led to a lack of clarity regarding its role in the 
planning and decision-making process 
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External influences 

Acceptability Testing output application was constrained by Ofwat’s delayed communication regarding what it 
considered to be an appropriate acceptability threshold  

Regulatory requirements constrain the extent to which Customer knowledge can be applied as they represent fixed 
pinning points leaving little flexibility to reflect customer needs – in particular in wastewater functions 

Word count on final Business Plan submission was a constraint on the extent to which qualitative customer 
engagement outputs were used in business plan chapters due to Ofwat’s request for a ‘light-touch’ reporting 
approach 

Concern around the lack of comparability of Customer Engagement approaches across the sector as the issues 
faced by each organisation are diverse making evaluation difficult driving strong focus on non-discretionary 
customer engagement activities 

Strong organisational focus on customer engagement application at PR14 has neglected potential applications in 
other areas of organisational activity 

Release of Ofwat’s pre-qualification announcement saw a considerable and unanticipated focus on financial 
justification for proposed investment and not on customer engagement requiring the organisation to make 
significant changes to their Outcome Delivery and investment planning to reflect Ofwat’s comment severely 
constraining the application of customer knowledge 
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E10 Factors that foster or constrain the influence of 

knowledge in planning and decision-making 

E.10.1 Factors that foster or constrain the influence of 

knowledge in planning and decision-making 

 

 

Figure E10-1 Factors fostering influence of customer knowledge 
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Figure E10-2 Factors constraining influence of customer knowledge 
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Table E10-1 Factors fostering influence of customer influence 

Category  Factor Description 
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Past experiences Practitioners that had previous experience in the retail function of the organisation had embedded routines for the 
application of non-econometric Customer Engagement outputs enhancing the potential for greater influence 

Strategy managers that had previous experience of a Price Review process had embedded routines for the 
application of WTP outputs in planning and decision-making enhancing the potential for greater influence 

Credibility External credibility of the customer knowledge acquired was enhanced through the use of external experts 

Internal credibility of the customer knowledge acquired was enhanced through academic peer review scrutiny 

Receptiveness / 
importance 

The perceived importance of Customer knowledge and its contribution to the PR14 process grew as the planning 
process progressed fostering a greater influence of the outputs generated 
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Collaboration Collaborative working between water infrastructure and water non-infrastructure teams facilitated the use of non-
infrastructure (process) solutions (which were highly valued by customers) to also provide infrastructure (network) 
benefits (poorly valued by customers) to provide enhanced performance benefits for non-infrastructure 
investment 

Routines Strategy managers have taken more time to justify water and wastewater investment and the associated bill 
impacts 

Routines strongly driven by the application of non-discretionary customer engagement outputs with users 
providing less clarity around their routines for the application of qualitative customer engagement outputs 

The different routines for the use of non-econometric outputs in both water and wastewater functions facilitates a 
bespoke approach to the application of outputs in different contexts privileging a greater influence  
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Quality and accuracy The application of Acceptability Testing outputs had a significant influence on Outcomes Delivery and investment 
planning  

Customer engagement activities associated with the exploration of behaviours for water saving devices 
significantly influenced the robustness of installation rates in demand management planning for the Water 
Resources Management Plan 

Divergence Lack of divergent messages fostered the influence of findings in planning and decision-making 

Unexpected results, such as in the WTP Stage Two outputs for Sewer Flooding which set out that customers did 
not have preferences for solution types, significantly influenced solution types as it challenged assumptions long 
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held by the Strategy Manager 

Customer knowledge provided a counterbalance to the views of stakeholders in planning and decision-making 

Alignment Specificity and alignment to service attributes, MoS and the issues being explored in their strategies enhances 
the influence of customer knowledge in Outcome delivery and investment planning whilst also provisioning 
coherent messaging in Business Plan chapters 

Customer engagement outputs that provided quantitative outputs (i.e. econometric) had a greater influence as 
they provisioned the justification of investment planning 

Scheduling Customer engagement outputs were increasingly influential were their scheduling was appropriate relative to 
concurrent Outcome delivery planning, investment planning and Business Plan development 

Knowledge storage Embedded nature of WTP and Acceptability Testing outputs within the Benefits Framework / OPTIMUS ensured 
broad and consistent influence across investment options 
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Resource management The employment of contractors and experts to account for a lack of skills within the organisation fostered a 
greater influence of customer knowledge  

Managerial influence 
and support 

Strong top-down push for the demonstrable application of customer knowledge in the PR14 planning process 
facilitated a perceived greater influence than it may have done without managerial support. For example, some 
strategies, the result of years of work with the proposal of significant infrastructure innovation, were abandoned to 
better reflect customer acceptability testing outputs 

Those service areas that have significant media attention (such as leakage) are high profile service areas within 
the organisation and required extensive managerial support for proposed strategic investments in this area and 
vice versa (i.e. with sewer flooding due to low media and localised nature of issue) 

A top-down influence dominated approaches to the rationalisation of strategic investment using the Acceptability 
Testing outputs 

Opportunities for 
informal learning 

Improved skills of Economic Regulation practitioners through extensive collaboration with experts 

Practitioners involvement in the acquisition, transformation, distribution and application of customer knowledge 
within the organisations planning and decision-making process has improved the strategy managers 
understanding of customer preferences and views and in some cases challenged long-held assumptions made by 
Strategy Managers in their strategies 

Practitioner involved in the development of Outcome Delivery planning and investment planning have become 
increasingly cognisant of customer bill impact not just TOTEX (CAPEX and OPEX) 

Motivational clarity Customer knowledge had the most influence where it was able to justify and validate proposed investment 
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approaches or where it provided a Price Cap (expenditure limit) 
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External influences A strong legacy of regulatory compliance and thus commitment of the organisation to addressing Ofwat’s 
regulatory reporting requirements has seemingly increased the relative influence of customer knowledge 
(delivered through non-discretionary customer engagement activities) in the planning and decision-making 
process 

A sector wide drive to become more commercial in its delivery of water and wastewater services 

The CCGs role of ensuring the quality of the organisations approach to customer knowledge acquisition and its 
application in the planning and decision-making process provisioned a greater influence 

Flexibility in the pace of delivery on (Environmental) Quality Programme targets enabled customer knowledge to 
have a greater influence despite it being a Statutory driven investment programme 

Strong low-cost political agenda and media focus on ‘utility bashing’ privileged the influence of customer 
knowledge to limit potential for reputational impacts upon scrutiny 
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Table E10-2 Factors constraining influence of customer knowledge 

Category Factor Description 
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Expertise Influence of customer knowledge is constrained by the predominant technical expertise of the users of customer 
knowledge who found the transition to the use of Customer Engagement outputs a challenge 

Insufficient regulatory knowledge amongst users impacted the influence privileged to customer knowledge in the early 
stages of the planning an decision-making process 

Attitudes and 
ideologies 

Strategy managers exhibited significant frustration at the influence of customer knowledge on their strategies where it 
constrained their preferred approach and limited them to propose ‘status quo’ service performance suggested a reticence 
towards it’s the level of influence it warranted 

A lack of focus by the organisation on changing practitioner attitudes to customer knowledge  

Attitudes were slow to change from asset-centric to customer-centric 

Some practitioners believe that customers do not care about their water and wastewater service 

Past experiences The natural inclination of those with past Price Review experience is to use customer knowledge to support pre-developed 
strategies  

Preferences for 
knowledge types 

Customer Engagement outputs are considered by some users to not be sufficiently robust (in terms of sample size) to 
influence the organisations planning and decision-making 

Users prefer to use technological knowledge to shape planning and decision-making 

Users perception of the level of customer understanding to be low and thus less robust 

Receptiveness / 
importance 

The importance of the acquisition and application of customer knowledge in PR14 planning and decision-making was low 
early in the process 
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Shared problem 
identification 

Lack of active Shared Problem Identification at the knowledge acquisition stage compromised the level of influence that 
the outputs generated could have in the planning and decision-making process 

Collaboration Practitioner across the organisation did not work well together early on in the process with implications for the knowledge 
management practices in those early stages of the planning and decision-making process 

Routines The application of customer knowledge is not fully embedded in the routines of users and thus constrains the extent to 
which customer knowledge is privileged in the planning and decision-making process 
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Quinquennial nature of the Price Review process limits the potential for embedding practices in practitioner routines  

Practitioner routines were described as constantly changing in the last year of the Price Review preparations with levels of 
influence of customer engagement outputs constantly changing to the fluid nature of the process during this time 

Opportunities for 
reflection and 
feedback 

Limited time available for practitioners to reflect on and interrogate the findings of customer engagement activities limiting 
the extent to which it influenced planning and decision-making approaches 

Limited opportunities to use customer knowledge to develop ‘what if scenarios’ and therefore the use of customer 
knowledge to shape and not just justify plans 

Limited time available for interrogating customer engagement outputs meant that in some cases only the summary 
documents produced by the Customer Research practitioner were able to be used constraining the use of more detailed 
customer insight and trusting that the summaries provide an accurate reflection of the totality of the findings 

Too much Customer engagement outputs were provided in close succession limiting the opportunity to explore the 
findings in any depth 

Ownership It was perceived that there was a lack of ownership and accountability for Customer Engagement at an organisational 
level, which constrained the potential influence it had within planning and decision-making. 

A lack of organisational ownership and accountability for Customer Engagement was augmented by the clear definition of 
the wholesale and retail arms of the organisation 

Right people 
involved and 
continuity 

Poor staff continuity had led to a lack of consistent influence of customer knowledge in planning and decision-making 

The lack of a single dedicated point of contact for Customer engagement led to some confusion for users of customer 
knowledge with implications for the consistent influence of Customer Engagement outputs 
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Knowledge 
Broker 

The Economic Regulation practitioners and Customer Research practitioner responsible for the transformation of expert 
generated Customer Engagement outputs for use both within the organisation and with the CCG significantly influence the 
type, quality, usability, alignment and timing of customer knowledge entering the work streams of those responsible for the 
application of this knowledge. They therefore hold significant influence in the determination of the impact customer 
knowledge has within the planning and decision-making process 
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 Quality and 

accuracy 
Errors made in the knowledge acquisition phase impacted the extent of influence customer knowledge had in those 
impacted service areas  

Customer knowledge generated through Qualitative customer engagement mechanisms has had limited influence in 
planning and decision-making with its application largely limited to the generation of the text in the organisation Business 
Plan 

The regional spatial focus of Customer engagement mechanisms deployed at the knowledge acquisition phase 
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constrained the influence of this data as it was not specific enough to support location specific schemes 

The acquisition of customer knowledge was associated with the Price Review process (and not classed as a Business as 
Usual) activity causing some concern over the validity of customer knowledge acquired over longer periods of time 

Lack of co-ordinated approach to customer segmentation across each Customer Engagement activity limited the ability of 
practitioner to be able to compare and contrast findings across each Customer Engagement activity  

The simplification of investment issues for customer engagement mechanisms constrained the complexity of the outputs 
received constraining the extent of influence it may have in planning and decision-making beyond high level themes 

Formalisation of 
participatory 
mechanisms 

Practitioners found it very difficult to understand outputs generated through the deployment of ‘Black-box’ type 
mechanisms limiting the confidence in which practitioners used this knowledge 

The lack of innovative analysis tools available to practitioner to analyse data limits the extent to which more innovative 
techniques can be employed  

Divergence Where customer knowledge was obvious it was not highly valued 

The organisations focus on the acquisition of customer knowledge resulted in additional need to rationalise the findings 
generated with stakeholder requirements 

The extent and type of influence of customer knowledge in planning and decision-making differs depending on the type of 
challenges and decisions facing each strategy team 

Alignment Poor alignment between the content of Customer Engagement activities and key likely strategic choices facing strategy 
managers limits the influence outputs can have 

Poor alignment of econometric outputs led to transformations and scaling being required in order for it to be used in the 
context required which constrains the robustness of the knowledge generated 

Lack of engagement with customers on schemed delivery options severely constrains the influence of customer 
knowledge generated in this context 

Poor alignment of customer engagement with the delivery of statutory schemes with more that could have been done to 
explore different investment scenarios around this 

Packaging The Customer Research practitioner stated that only the ‘Key findings’ pages / slides of expert generated outputs were 
used to develop the Customer Engagement summaries that users widely report having relied on in the planning and 
decision-making process. This severely constrains the extent of customer knowledge available to users and the extent of 
the role customer knowledge plays in the planning and decision-making process 

Complexity of customer engagement outputs constrains the attention paid to it by users particularly those with time 
constrained routines  
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Scheduling Poor scheduling of Customer Engagement relative to strategy development constrains the extent to which it can influence 
plans – for Customer Engagement to influence the direction of strategy then needs to be done in advance of strategy 
development not concurrently otherwise influence is limited to validation / justification 

Early scheduling of the WTP activity meant content was highly contingent on the content of early strategy drafts which was 
perceived to limit its relevance later in the process 

Non-delivery of some customer engagement outputs prior to the finalisation of the initial Business Plan proposal 
submission to Ofwat led to the customer knowledge generated having no influence on the Business Planning process 

Knowledge 
Storage 

Poor awareness of the Customer Research Library limited the extent of practitioner access to customer knowledge and 
therefore the extent of influence it could play 
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Managerial 
influence and 
support 

Managerial input into the editing of Business Plan chapters resulted in some of the qualitative customer engagement 
outputs getting lost in translation limiting its influence within the text 

Executive Team and Steering Groups independently decided, with little negotiation with Strategy Managers, that they did 
not want to improve performance levels where there was no incentive associated which led to a range of cost –effective 
improvements being rejected 

Low level of managerial support in the PR14 management team at the start of the process limited the influence customer 
knowledge was privileged  

Poor managerial support of the process limited clarity of how customer knowledge was to function in the planning and 
decision-making process  

Culture The ability of the organisation to accept that the solutions it proposes may not appropriately address the needs of 
customers and adapt their proposals accordingly 

Legacy culture within the organisation (and to some extent the sector) that perceives their customers as only people that 
pay bills and not people that may have an opinion on their water and wastewater service 

Many practitioners believed that the application and influence of customer knowledge in planning and decision-making 
may not be sustained outside of the regulatory planning process as it is still perceived to be a quinquennial activity 

Practitioners across the organisation found it difficult to adjust to how customers perceive the impact of service failures 
and not how the business perceives them for planning purposes 

Motivational 
clarity 

Some practitioners believe the sector to be ‘steady-state’ providing limited drive for innovations in planning and decision-
making approaches and thus are unclear as to the motivations for the changes made 

Knowledge producers stated that the role of customer engagement activities was not understood at a deeper level than as 
a regulatory requirement 
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External 
influences 

Statutory drivers for investment had a big impact on the level of influence privileged to customer knowledge as the 
organisation was cautious about proposing service deterioration on the basis of customer preferences  

The introduction of an incentive system for the outperformance of performance targets for Outcomes leads some 
practitioners to believe that this risks too much focus being placed on those highly incentivised outcomes to the detriment 
of those less highly incentivised 

The continuity of Ofwat’s focus on Customer Engagement will determine the extent of influence customer knowledge has 
in the organisations planning and decision-making process in the future 

Ofwat’s Pre-qualification announcements were perceived to grant the organisations approach to the acquisition and 
application of customer knowledge low level of consideration relative to what the organisation had anticipated, instead 
focused on financeability of the Business Plan. This had considerably impacts on the influence of customer knowledge in 
subsequent planning activities. In particular: 

Resulted in Strategy managers and other users of customer knowledge being concerned (and frustrated) about the extent 
to which the organisation had privileged customer knowledge in the development of its Business Plan investment proposal 

Impacted the receptiveness and perceived value of customer knowledge that had been built up over the duration of the 
Price Review process. This would have significant implications for the commitment of practitioners to the application of 
customer knowledge in future planning and decision-making processes 

It was perceived that the amendments required to be made to the organisations Business Plan will not privilege customer 
knowledge devaluing the preceding acquisition and application efforts 

Resulted in strategy managers being concerned about the extent of investment in resources to acquire customer 
knowledge for it to be used less in subsequent business plan amendments 

Practitioners questioned the perspective from which the CCG had challenged the acquisition and application of customer 
knowledge in the organisations business plan proposal. It is perceived that the CCG focused on justification of customer 
bill impact as the primary challenge driver as opposed to serviceability which may have been what Ofwat expected 
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 Practitioners had been able to comparatively evaluate those customer preferences for some service attributes received by 
the organisation compared to other water utilities within the sector. The extent to which they were different caused some 
concerns for practitioners who questioned whether different approaches to knowledge acquisition could provide an 
explanation 

The CCG provided significant challenge to the organisation in its application of customer knowledge in the planning an 
decision-making process influencing where it was and wasn’t used and thus its influence 

Some Strategy Managers perceived the regulatory CCG members to have not sufficiently articulated and defended 
investment needs leaving Strategy Managers feeling unsupported and uncertain about how to rationalise differing steers 

The chair of the CCG was not considered to be balanced in reflecting the views of the broad membership of the CCG and 
was instead very driven towards representing the views of the organisation to which they were associated limiting the 
traction other members viewpoints gained with implications for the influence of customer knowledge 

Practitioners believe the CCG were privileged too much influence in guiding the organisations knowledge acquisition and 
application processes 

Some practitioners saw SIM and a focus on customer engagement as competing and conflicting approaches to developing a 
greater understanding of customer views and preferences 
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E11 Rationalisation of public participation evaluative 

criteria and factors identified to be fostering or 

constraining effective knowledge management 
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Table E11-1 Rationalisation of public participation evaluative criteria and factors identified to be fostering or constraining 

effective knowledge management 

Factors known to foster or constrain 
knowledge management practices 

Existing participatory evaluation criteria of 
effectiveness 

References 

Expertise / skills Capacity of experts, organisers and officials  (Petts et al., 2003; Conrad et al., 2011) 

Personal attitudes and ideologies None recommended  

Sense-making strategies None recommended  

Past experiences Capacity of experts, organisers and officials  (Petts et al., 2003; Conrad et al., 2011) 

Capacity of sponsoring organisation to implement 
decision 

(Laurian & Shaw, 2009) 

Practitioners have prior experience of the 
planning and decision-making 

 

Practitioners have prior experience of using lay-
knowledge 

 

Perceptions of knowledge types None recommended  

Credibility [of knowledge or those providing it] Capacity of experts, organisers and officials  (Petts et al., 2003; Conrad et al., 2011) 

Recipients of lay-knowledge feel able to 
challenge the supplier of lay-knowledge 

 

Receptiveness Ambition to adopt decision outcomes by sponsoring 
organisation  

(Benson et al., 2014) 

Commitment of sponsoring organisation (Laurian & Shaw, 2009; Conrad et al., 2011) 

Adequate weighting given to public views in decision-
making process 

(Conrad et al., 2011) 

Decision responsiveness (Petts et al., 2003; Laurian & Shaw, 2009) 

Practitioners are receptive to the use of lay-
knowledge in planning and decision-making 
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Cultural differences Context (Beierle & Konisky, 1999; Beierle & Konisky, 2000; 
Petts et al., 2003; Rauschmayer & Wittmer, 2006) 

Functional differences of planning and decision-
making contexts are acknowledged and 
managed 

 

Knowledge broker 

Transparency 

(Bickerstaff & Walker, 2005; Bickerstaff & Walker, 
2001; Blackstock et al., 2007; Chilvers, 2008; Conley 
& Moote, 2003; Conrad et al., 2011; Frewer et al., 
2000; Laurian & Shaw, 2009; Leach, 2006; Petts & 
Leach, 2000; Petts, 2001; Petts et al., 2003; 
Rauschmayer & Wittmer, 2006; Rowe & Frewer, 
2000; Rowe & Frewer, 2004) 

External communication i.e. those not directly involved 
(Beierle & Konisky, 1999; Beierle & Konisky, 2000; 
Ozerol & Newig, 2008; Petts et al., 2003; Rowe & 
Frewer, 2005; Conrad et al., 2011) 

Consistent practices (Conrad et al., 2011) 

Framework for the selection, rejection and 
transformation of lay-knowledge for use within 
organisation is established through collaboration 
between the knowledge broker and knowledge 
users 

 

Experts Capacity of experts, organisers and officials  (Petts et al., 2003; Conrad et al., 2011) 

Experts work collaboratively with sponsoring 
organisation including users of knowledge 
generated 

 

Experts provide support in the application of lay-
knowledge 

 

Shared problem identification Consideration given to potential integration with other 
activities 

(Petts et al., 2003) 

Context (Beierle & Konisky, 1999; Beierle & Konisky, 2000; 
Petts et al., 2003;  Rauschmayer & Wittmer, 2006) 

Clear accountability for the process (Blackstock et al., 2007; Conrad et al., 2011) 
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Shared problem identification between 
knowledge producers and knowledge users at 
scoping and design phases of participatory 
planning and decision-making process 

 

Collaboration 

Transparency 

((Bickerstaff & Walker, 2005; Bickerstaff & Walker, 
2001; Blackstock et al., 2007; Chilvers, 2008; Conley 
& Moote, 2003; Conrad et al., 2011; Frewer et al., 
2000; Laurian & Shaw, 2009; Leach, 2006; Petts & 
Leach, 2000; Petts, 2001; Petts et al., 2003; 
Rauschmayer & Wittmer, 2006; Rowe & Frewer, 
2000; Rowe & Frewer, 2004) 

External communication i.e. those not directly involved 
(Beierle & Konisky, 1999; Beierle & Konisky, 2000; 
Ozerol & Newig, 2008; Petts et al., 2003; Rowe & 
Frewer, 2005; Conrad et al., 2011) 

Successful integration of different knowledge types in 
process 

(Rauschmayer & Wittmer, 2006; Kallis et al., 2006) 

Coproduction of knowledge [Noting that in the 
evaluative literature this is presented as coproduction 
with experts and lay-knowledge directly] 

(Kallis et al., 2006) 

Organisation promotes collaborative knowledge 
generation and application as a behavioural 
norm 

 

Trust Effective working relationships between 
practitioners built upon trust 

 

Awareness 

Transparency 

(Bickerstaff & Walker, 2005; Bickerstaff & Walker, 
2001; Blackstock et al., 2007; Chilvers, 2008; Conley 
& Moote, 2003; Conrad et al., 2011; Frewer et al., 
2000; Laurian & Shaw, 2009; Leach, 2006; Petts & 
Leach, 2000; Petts, 2001; Petts et al., 2003; 
Rauschmayer & Wittmer, 2006; Rowe & Frewer, 
2000; Rowe & Frewer, 2004) 

External communication i.e. those not directly involved 
(Beierle & Konisky, 1999; Beierle & Konisky, 2000; 
Ozerol & Newig, 2008; Petts et al., 2003; Rowe & 
Frewer, 2005; Conrad et al., 2011) 
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Awareness raising activities are conducted 
throughout duration of planning and decision-
making process 

 

Routines Consideration given to potential integration with other 
activities 

(Petts et al., 2003) 

Context (Beierle & Konisky, 1999; Beierle & Konisky, 2000; 
Petts et al., 2003; Rauschmayer & Wittmer, 2006) 

Consistent practices (Conrad et al., 2011) 

Acquisition and application of lay-knowledge 
form part of practitioner routines 

 

Communities of Practice None recommended  

Opportunities for reflection Sufficient opportunity has been provisioned for 
reflection by practitioners on participative 
outputs 

 

Ownership Outcome accountability (Blackstock et al., 2007; Clarke, 2008; Conrad et al., 
201; Rauschmayer & Wittmer, 2006) 

Clear accountability for the process (Blackstock et al., 2007; Conrad et al., 2011) 

Practitioners ownership of lay-knowledge is 
promoted (both producers and users) 

 

Appropriate involvement and continuity Capacity of experts, organisers and officials  (Petts et al., 2003; Conrad et al., 2011) 

Leadership 
(Beierle & Konisky, 1999; Beierle & Konisky, 2000; 
Blackstock et al., 2007) 

Consistent practices (Conrad et al., 2011) 

An appropriate mix (in terms of expertise and 
levels of managerial authority) of practitioners 
are involved in the process of acquiring and 
applying lay-knowledge 

 

Quality and accuracy Consistent practices (Conrad et al., 2011) 

Generated a substantive output (Kallis et al., 2006) 
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Formalisation of mechanism 

Mechanism choice 

(Beierle & Konisky, 1999; Beierle & Konisky, 2000; 
Bickerstaff & Walker, 2001; Benson et al., 2014; 
Conrad et al., 2011; Frewer et al., 2000; Petts et al., 
2003; Rowe & Frewer, 2000; Rowe & Frewer, 2004; 
Tuler & Webler, 1999; Webler & Tuler, 2001) 

Divergence Successful integration of different knowledge types in 
process 

(Rauschmayer & Wittmer, 2006; Kallis et al., 2006) 

Appropriate strategies for managing knowledge 
divergence occurring in organisational 
processes have been established i.e. between 
lay-knowledge and expert-knowledge, between 
lay-knowledge and lay-knowledge and lay-
knowledge and stakeholder knowledge 

 

Alignment Consideration given to potential integration with other 
activities 

(Petts et al., 2003) 

Alignment of knowledge between that which is 
acquired and its intended application 

 

Packaging Packaging of lay-knowledge for use within the 
organisation reflects the needs and expertise 
level of the recipient 

 

Scheduling Adequate time within process (Chilvers, 2008; Petts et al., 2003;Conrad et al., 2011) 

Consideration given to potential integration with other 
activities 

(Petts et al., 2003) 

Knowledge storage Storage of acquired knowledge is accessible 
and its availability is promoted across the 
organisation 

 

Embedment of quantitative outputs in corporate 
systems 

 

Resource management 
Adequate access to information [noting association in 
literature to resource access by participants] 

(Aldred & Jacobs, 2000; Beierle, 2002; Blackstock et 
al., 2007; Chilvers, 2008; Conrad et al., 2011; Frewer 
et al., 2000; Kallis et al., 2006; Laurian & Shaw, 2009; 
Petts & Leach, 2000; Petts, 2001; Petts et al., 2003; 
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Rowe & Frewer, 2000; Rowe & Frewer, 2004; Tuler & 
Webler, 1999; Webler & Tuler, 2000; Webler & Tuler, 
2001) 

Management support and influence 
Leadership 

(Beierle & Konisky, 1999; Beierle & Konisky, 2000; 
Blackstock et al., 2007) 

Clear accountability for the process (Blackstock et al., 2007; Conrad et al., 2011) 

Capacity of experts, organisers and officials  (Petts et al., 2003; Conrad et al., 2011) 

Culture Context (Beierle & Konisky, 1999; Beierle & Konisky, 2000; 
Petts et al., 2003; Rauschmayer & Wittmer, 2006) 

Ambition to adopt decision outcomes by sponsoring 
organisation  

(Benson et al., 2014)  

Commitment of sponsoring organisation (Laurian & Shaw, 2009; Conrad et al., 2011) 

Organisational culture promotes the value of lay-
knowledge in its planning and decision-making 

 

Learning culture Social learning (Beierle, 1999; Benson et al., 2014; Bickerstaff & 
Walker, 2001; Blackstock et al., 2007; Chilvers, 2008; 
Clarke, 2008; Conley & Moote, 2003; Kallis et al., 
2006; Petts et al., 2003; Rauschmayer & Wittmer, 
2006; Tuler & Webler, 1999; Webler & Tuler, 2000; 
Webler & Tuler, 2001) 

Agency is aware of public views, concerns, and 
preference 

(Laurian & Shaw, 2009; Carnes et al., 1998) 

Organisation frequently reflects on practices in a 
collaborative forum and mobilises the findings 
generated to promote good practices 

 

Informal learning opportunities Promotion of collaboration to promote 
knowledge sharing 

 

Motivational clarity Commitment of sponsoring organisation (Laurian & Shaw, 2009; Conrad et al., 2011) 

Clear, feasible goals (Conley & Moote, 2003) 

Ambition to adopt decision outcomes by sponsoring 
organisation  

(Benson et al., 2014)  



 

 500

Organisation holds a clear motivation for 
undertaking participatory planning and the 
benefits it hopes to achieve and uses this to 
structure its choices throughout the process 

 

External influence Context (Beierle & Konisky, 1999; Beierle & Konisky, 2000; 
Petts et al., 2003; Rauschmayer & Wittmer, 2006) 

Collaborative approach to managing external 
influences on planning and decision-making 
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