
Communicating groundwater science  

Richard Aylard 

External Affairs and Sustainability Director 

Drought 2012  
June 2013 



Where we started 
February 2012 

Awareness of an impending drought was low – we had to start from 

the beginning to manage expectations and educate customers.  
 

Customer awareness 

• 44% felt drought was very or quite unlikely in 3 months 

• 48% felt drought was very or quite likely in 3 months 

 

• 26% thought there had been a lot less rain in past year 

• 39% said there had been a bit less rain 

 

• 10% thought there had been more rain… 

 

 

461 Thames Water customer panellists (Community Research), 14-21 Feb 2012 

 



Thames Water said yesterday: 

“It may seem like it’s always 

raining, but we’ve had below 

average rainfall across our 

region for nine of the past 12 

months.” 

Ways to tell the story 
August 2011 

 

 

 

 



Educating customers  
River campaign, August 2011  

 

 



Phase 1: March – April 2012   

 

 

 

Almost all Thames Water 

customers surveyed (96%) were 

aware of the drought 



And then the rain came… 
but the drought wasn’t over 

Our 

challenge 

was to make 

customers 

understand 



Phase 2: April – May 2012 



The message was getting through 



Customer understanding  
May 2012 

 

 

 

 

Despite record rainfall the majority of customers (89%) 
surveyed recognised there was still a water shortage. 

 

• 74% claimed they had a good understanding of why there was still a 
serious water shortage 

 

• 85% said rain would not stop them from saving water 

 

• 51% claimed to recall the message ‘After two years of exceptionally low 
rainfall we are in drought’  

 



Phase 3: May – June 2012 



Phase 4: July – August 2012 
‘It’s a marathon not a sprint’  

 

 

 

 

 



Helping customers understand 
July 2012 

“…while the current account - 

our rivers and reservoirs - is 

looking very healthy, our 

savings account - the natural 

storage basins deep below 

ground - remains in the red in 

four out of the seven river 

areas. 
 

"For our invisible underground 

supplies to return to normal we 

will still need steady rainfall this 

winter.” 



Campaign feedback 
 
 
• 72% felt ‘very well’ or ‘fairly well’ informed about the circumstances leading 

to drought 

 

• 48% of those who had seen the campaign claimed they are using less water 
as a result of the campaign 

 

• 82% felt ‘very well’ or ‘fairly well’ informed about how to save water 

 

 

 



Key success factors 
 

 
 Enhanced water-efficiency campaign started in August 2011  

 Quick to react to changing circumstances 

 Used every channel available to us 

 Fully tested materials with customers 

 Simple messages and ‘sound bites’ 

 Secured high-profile media space from the start 

 Engaged employees so the company spoke as ‘one voice’ 

 Cross-company working 



The challenge ahead… 

Daily Express: 
 

Q: How is your water resource situation looking? 

 

A: “The past year has been England's rainiest on record, leaving our natural 

underground water storage basins brim full and set to sustain river flows throughout 

the year - a very different picture from last April. While water use restrictions this year 

are highly unlikely, we would ask everyone to continue using water wisely, because we 

are never more than 18 months of very dry weather away from a drought." 

 



5 April 2013 
 

 



Lessons learnt 

• Use simple every-day language and ‘sound bites’  

 

• Find different ways to tell the story to excite media 

 

• Always test messages with customers 

– Customers repeated our messages back to us during focus groups, telling us how bad 

the situation was and that we were still in drought! 

 

• Adapt to reflect the views of customers 

– We know it’s been raining, but…  

– We publically recognised the irony 

 

• Everyone needs to say the same thing – one voice 


