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Key Takeaways

Utilities’ communication strategies in response to the COVID-19 
pandemic have been uneven; some have been proactively 
informing customers about the safety of water and other 
coronavirus-related issues, while others have been less engaged. 

Seventy percent of customer respondents to the J.D. Power 
survey said they are not aware of actions implemented by their 
water utility in response to the COVID-19 crisis.

Water utilities should find new and creative ways to elevate their 
communications, including social media and joint mass-media 
engagement with other local organizations.
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S
ocial distancing practices and public health 

authorities’ ongoing encouragement for citi-

zens to avoid shared public spaces as much as 

possible have elevated consumers’ depen-

dence on utilities in general and their local water sup-

pliers in particular. According to a survey conducted 

in the United States by J.D. Power in the second quarter 

of 2020 (n = 1,260)—during the height of the initial 

shelter-in-place initiatives that were being imple-

mented across most states—36% of households replied 

they were consuming more water than before the 

COVID-19 crisis. 

While water consumption was generally up, Figure 1 

shows that more than four in 10 respondents had 

concerns about potential transmission of the coronavirus 

through drinking water. The concern was most acute 

in the Northeast, with New York, New Jersey, and  

New England the epicenter of the crisis at the time. 

Although authorities at federal, state, and local levels 

have publicly stated that the virus—which is a 

respiratory disease—cannot be transmitted via the 

water supply, it seems that fear 

about drinking water safety was 

relatively common at that time.

Confidence, Satisfaction 
Possibly Affected
While the message that it was safe 

to drink water and wash your 

hands was actively communi-

cated, it is clear from the survey 

that it was not received by enough 

consumers in a compelling and 

comforting manner. This may 

have had a detrimental effect on 

confidence in and potential satis-

faction with water utilities, at 

least in the period before this mes-

sage was reinforced over time.  

Misconceptions about 

COVID-19 and drinking water 

safety may at least in part explain 

why March 2020 sales of bottled 

water in the United States rose by 

more than half (52.2%) as con-

sumers facing lockdown mea-

sures sought reassurance of their 

access to safe drinking water, 

according to analysts at Research 

and Markets. The surge in sales 

occurred as bottled water provid-

ers proactively and persistently 

communicated the steps they were taking to ensure 

the safety of their product; however, as everyone who 

has lived through a pandemic knows, there is a lot of 

panic buying in the face of general uncertainty and 

social unease.

Responses from water utilities has been uneven. 

On the more active side, some committed to provid-

ing regular COVID-19 updates on their websites and 

How concerned are you that the COVID-19 virus 
may spread through your drinking water or 
wastewater?

Figure 1

©2020 J.D. Power. Modified with permission.
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While the message that it was safe 
to drink water and wash your hands 
was actively communicated, it is 
clear from the survey that it was not 
received by enough consumers in a 
compelling and comforting manner.
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in their communications with 

customers—usually through 

their monthly bills. Others took 

high-profile roles in local com-

munity response to the crisis; for 

example, New Jersey American 

Water’s president Cheryl Norton 

was appointed to serve on the 

New Jersey Restart and Recovery 

Advisory Council convened by 

Governor Phil Murphy.

Other utilities were less en-

gaged in communication, and 

70% of respondents said they 

were unaware that any chang-

es were implemented by their 

water utility. Among those who 

remembered receiving COVID-19 

communications, the change 

they were most aware of was the 

ability to forgive late payments 

for their water bill.

A Missed Opportunity?
As a result, water utilities may 

have missed a prime opportunity 

to address the public’s lack of 

awareness regarding the quality 

and reliability of their services. 

There is a fundamental lack of 

understanding about what water 

utilities do and the challenges 

they face to keep the water supply 

safe; many customers are not 

aware that reports on the status of 

their drinking water supply are 

regularly communicated to moni-

toring authorities. 

Challenges with awareness and 

appreciation predate the crisis, 

as evidenced by the high usage of 

in-home filtration systems across the 

country. As shown in Figure 2, only 

a little more than a third (34%) of 

households surveyed indicated 

that they do not use a water filter 

of any kind. That said, households 

without in-home filter systems 

were the least likely to be very 

concerned about transmission 

of the coronavirus through their 

water based on the survey.

How safe do you feel it is to drink water without an 
in-home filtration system? 

Figure 2

What water filtration is used within your home? 

©2020 J.D. Power. Modified with permission.
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Percentage of customers “very concerned” the 
virus may spread through their drinking water or 
wastewater by . . .

Figure 3

©2020 J.D. Power. Modified with permission.
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Reaching a Broader Audience Through the 
COVID-19 Crisis
Figure 3 illustrates an interesting demographic dimen-

sion to this lack of understanding. People who were most 

concerned about the spread of the virus through the 

public water supply trended toward younger and 

less-affluent members of society. When it comes to being 

“very concerned” about the safety of drinking water, 

there is little distinction between genders.

There are a few explanations for the demographic 

dynamics shown in Figure 3. The age groups most con-

cerned are also those most likely to have children in the 

home, so there may be extra concern among families. 

Lower-income customers may be more likely to have 

negative experiences before the pandemic—e.g., water 

shutoffs or water quality events—so this may reflect 

ongoing inequalities. There are also significant differ-

ences in how generations communicate, with younger 

segments of society depending more on phone texts 

and social media engagement than on paper docu-

ments and e-mail.

Another explanation revolves around who pays the 

water bill in the household. A monthly statement is often 

the primary way to share general information regard-

ing water utility activities. Since this communication 

is primarily consumed by the head of household—and 

there are typically between two and three residents per 

home—a significant percentage of a utility’s user base is 

likely left out of the flow of normal messaging from  

water utility providers. 

This is also true for renters, especially those in multi- 

dwelling building units—or subletters—who often 

have water, gas, and electric services bundled into their 

rental agreements. Consequently, they are left out of 

customer communications from their service provid-

ers and receive information only 

peripherally. 

As has been noted in other J.D. 

Power research, the utility sec-

tor has been behind most other 

service industries in addressing 

issues around communication. 

Supporting Those at 
Economic Risk
If utilities address these poten-

tial communication gaps, they 

can better support a concerned 

portion of the population that is 

economically at risk. To provide 

context, the survey found that a 

quarter of residential water util-

ity customers indicated they 

were unsure if they would be 

able to pay their monthly water 

bill (Figure 4). 

While many utilities an-

nounced moratoriums on service 

disconnections and late-fee 

charges (though initial aware-

ness of these initiatives was 

sometimes low), elevating confi-

dence in water services during a 

crisis such as this could provide 

How would you rate your ability to pay your utility 
bill next month?

Figure 4

©2020 J.D. Power. Modified with permission.
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As has been noted in other J.D. Power 
research, the utility sector has been 
behind most other service industries 
in addressing issues around 
communication.
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Overall, how would you rate your water utility on its 
handling of the COVID-19 situation?

Figure 5

Scale: 1 = unacceptable, 2 = poor, 3 = average, 4 = good, 5 = great, 6 = excellent, 7 = perfect

©2020 J.D. Power. Modified with permission.
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economic benefit by dissuading 

purchases of expensive bottled 

water and filtration systems and, 

more generally, by lowering a 

community’s stress. 

Elevating Communication 
Activities
While Figure 5 reflects public 

approval of responses water 

utilities made during the pan-

demic, there is clearly work to 

be done to increase awareness 

of how they are supporting 

their communities and first 

responders through the 

COVID-19 crisis. To that end, 

J.D. Power recommends that 

water utility companies con-

sider elevating their commu-

nications activities in new 

and creative ways.

• Explore joint mass-media 

engagement on radio, tele-

vision, cable, and streaming 

channels with other local and 

municipal organizations to 

explain how safe and afford-

able water is an integral part 

of the COVID-19 response and 

resolution. This can take the 

form of joint press confer-

ences, shared investments in print and electronic 

advertising, and social media engagement.

• Ensure that elected officials at federal, state, and 

local levels are aware of the value water utilities bring 

to addressing the health and economic challenges of 

a successful response.  

• Become more active on various social media plat-

forms to amplify important messages about evolving 

policies, support programs, and—above all—the safe-

ty and reliability of the water supply.

An Investment in Goodwill
The J.D. Power survey shows that effective engagement 

pays off. Tangible—and well-communicated—actions 

taken by proactive utilities in response to the crisis 

have made significantly more positive impressions on 

their customers than did those utilities that did not 

engage. In the end, an investment in goodwill today 

will likely come in handy as water utilities submit 

modernization plans in the future. 
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 • Effective Risk Communication During A Crisis. Elliott M,  

Villegas S. 2020. Journal AWWA. 112:2:76. https://doi.org/ 

10.1002/awwa.1451

• Customer Engagement Is Key to a Successful Lead Service 

Line Replacement Program. Glover M. 2020. Opflow. 46:6:8. 

https://doi.org/10.1002/opfl.1380

 • Managing the Spotlight to Build Trust and Confidence. Hofstra 

P, Smith KD, Campbell J, et al. 2020. Journal AWWA. 112:6:82. 

https://doi.org/10.1002/awwa.1523

These resources have been supplied by Journal AWWA staff. For 

information on these and other resources, visit www.awwa.org.


