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About WSAA
WSAA Water Services Association of Australia (WSAA) is the peak industry body representing
the urban water industry. Our members provide water and sewerage services to over 24
million customers in Australia and New Zealand and many of Australia’s largest industrial and
commercial enterprises.
The Water Services Association of Australia acknowledges and pays respect to the past,
present and future Traditional Custodians and Elders of this nation. We recognise their
continuing connection to land and waters and thank them for protecting our waterways and
environment since time immemorial.
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1. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
We are incredibly proud to present this draft ‘Customer Support Better Practice Framework’
to the Australian water sector for feedback.
The purpose of the framework is to help water corporations evolve, improve and strengthen
their support programs for customers that are struggling to pay their water bill.
We recognise there are other reasons why people may struggle with circumstances so the
intention is to evolve this Better Practice framework over time to further improve the services
we offer.
Our aim is to help achieve a consistent approach across the water sector to how we
individually and collectively support customers experiencing financial difficulty.

Why is this important?
If the events of the last 18 months have shown us anything it is that vulnerability can touch
anyone, at anytime and anywhere. It has been encouraging to see an emerging collective
desire across the water sector to learn, improve and work collaboratively to support
customers who may struggle with circumstances.
We know that how we design and deliver our support services, and the way we engage with
our customers can either accentuate or alleviate a difficult situation. We know that we
shouldn’t be exposing customers to more stress; we should be helping them.
We want our customer support programs to be caring, innovative and flexible so they can be
tailored to help customers struggling with circumstances, in addition to meeting business
needs. We want to see them grounded in an approach that ensures respect and dignity.
They need to be affordable and accessible.
We encourage your water corporation to review the draft better practice framework and
welcome feedback via Evelyn Rodrigues, Manager Customer and Community, WSAA
evelyn.rodrigues@wsaa.asn.au

WSAA Working Group
Jo Murdoch, Barwon Water (Sponsor)
Kylie Bennett, Hunter Water
Mark Harris, Water Corporation
Stacey Colley, SA Water
Kellie Lennon, South East Water
Kerry Noonan, Coliban Water
Ben Mccallum – Water Corporation
Vedah Panuccio, Sydney Water
Evelyn Rodrigues, WSAA
Grace Rose-Miller, Yarra Valley Water
Charlie Sage, ActewAGL and Icon Water
Jane Tyzack, Barwon Water
Veronica Wakefield, Urban Utilities
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2. INTRODUCTION
The purpose of this framework is to help water corporations evolve, improve and strengthen
their support programs for customers who are experiencing financial difficulty – that is they
are struggling to pay their water bill.
This is an essential component of our response to water bill affordability, which is a key
priority for the urban water sector. We need to ensure that water bills remain affordable now,
and in the future and ensure that we have support in place for customers that struggle to
pay. Our key messages can be summarised as:
1. Internal and external data strongly indicates that water bills are likely to rise in the
medium term.
2. Customer research demonstrates that customers do not like price spikes1. Any price
rises should happen gradually and ‘smoothed’ over time and multiple price paths so
as to avoid price spikes. Targets for affordability should be about minimising large
spikes instead of an arbitrary value.
3. It is important to measure affordability. WSAA has developed a recommended
methodology.
4. We need to also consider and support affordability for those that struggle to pay and
measure this appropriately. This means proactive, consistent and easily accessible
customer support programs.
The Customer Support Better Practice Framework is designed to help water utilities with this
last point. That is, to determine where they can make improvements to their support
programs for customers experiencing financial difficulty and struggling to pay their bill.
We recognise the need to also support customers who may be struggling with circumstances
to ensure all customers can access our services, participate in our programs, communicate
and engage with us. Our intention is to expand this framework over time to include more
than just financial difficulty.
This better practice framework will connect and intersect with other inclusive priorities for
water businesses such as Reconciliation, Pricing and Regulation, Gender Equity, Family
Violence as well as the National Cabinet Hardship Principles introduced in response to the
Covid pandemic. The continuous improvement and learnings achieved through these
broader plans should be systematically adopted, and influence the design of strategies and
programs aimed at supporting customers experiencing payment difficulties.

The Customer Support Better Practice
Framework is designed to help water
utilities assess the maturity of their
support programs for customers
experiencing financial difficulty and
struggling to pay their bill.
1

WSAA Customer Perceptions Survey 2019
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2.1 Expected outcomes
The Framework will facilitate an improved understanding and more consistent approach to
supporting customers experiencing financial difficulty across the water sector.
Water corporations that adopt this framework can expect to see:
-

Awareness of what better practice looks like for a customer support program.
Guidance on what a water business can do to improve their approach to supporting
customers struggling with their circumstances.
Improved and more consistent measurement and monitoring of the performance of
customer support programs.
Recognition that our understanding is evolving and that this framework will continue to
develop.

2.2 How to use the framework
The framework is made up of seventeen principles that are divided into the four categories of
Organisational Governance, Organisational Strategies, Organisational Capability and the
Sector and Ecosystem. The framework is designed to be flexible so that organisations can:
-

Work on one category at a time; or
Work on those principles that are highest priority for your organisation.

While there is no particular priority to the principles in terms of importance, we do suggest
establishing good practices in the areas of Organisational Governance, Strategies and
Capabilities before moving onto how these interact with the Sector and Ecosystem.
This framework is designed so that we have a consistent view of what better practice looks
like. This also extends to how we measure success. We have suggested some consistent Key
Performance Indicators in Section 5 of this framework. We recommend that organisations
measure the “Consistent KPIs” so we can all track how we are progressing as a sector.
We have also provided a range of internal KPIs that organisations can use to track internally
how they are progressing. These are suggestions only, but we do encourage organisations to
select a few measures, particularly targeting those principles that are a high priority for their
organisation. We have not included targets as we recognise that our first priority should be to
measure performance. We expect this section to develop and improve as we start to measure
these KPIs and receive feedback on their usefulness as well as targets.
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2.3 Understanding vulnerability
This better practice framework avoids using the term vulnerability as recent engagement by
the Victorian Essential Services Commission (ESC) tells us that term is a barrier in itself.
Where we do use it in an internal document, we adopt the definition of vulnerability and the
types of barriers that customers may experience developed by the ESC in its strategy
“Getting to fair: breaking down barriers to essential services”.

The definition is:
“A person experiencing vulnerability is someone who experiences
barriers to participating in the essential services.”
This definition refocuses the understanding and recognition of vulnerability to be an experience
caused by barriers to access, rather than a personal characteristic.1
Three types of barriers that customers may experience are:
1. Event-based circumstances such as illness, job loss, financial stress, death of a loved
one, natural disaster, global pandemic.
2. Systemic factors such as ageing, poor mental health, social isolation, disability,
language barriers, regional limitations, digital and financial literacy, siloed services
3. Market-based factors such as inadequate or overly complex documentation, pricing
strategies, misleading marketing and targeted exploitation.

Some of the triggers or factors that may put people at greater risk of experiencing financial
vulnerability include:
-

Family violence
Poor mental and physical
health
Cost of living
Digital exclusion
Stress
Un- or under-insured
Natural disasters
Economic
downturn/business failure
Accident or injury
Being a Carer
Incarceration (personal or
family)
Predatory lending practices

-

Un- or under- employment
Gender
Age (eg retiree)
Culture language and diversity
Education, literacy (including financial
literacy), and capability
Financial exclusion and lack of
resilience
Social exclusion
Geographic
isolation
(remote
communities)
VISA status (migrants, refugees)
Victim of crime
War/political conflict overseas
Centrelink income
Family separation/breakdown/death
Bill shock due to unexpected usage and
charges.

These examples show that vulnerability is complex and varied. Triggers do not usually occur
in isolation and can often intersect with each other leading to further destabilisation for a
customer.
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Understanding the signals of financial vulnerability can also help us identify and better
support customers. Some of these signals may be:
-

Geographical areas of potential mortgage stress, property price increases, areas
identified in the SEIFA Index of Disadvantage
Ongoing missed bills or sudden change in payment history
Unexpected or increased high bills, or conversely, severely restricted consumption
Multiple moves (rental difficulty)
Multiple extensions requests or reminder notices
Avoidance: no return calls; no payment; customer disengaged; unkept payment
arrangements
Cues and triggers mentioned in conversation when contact is made, “struggling to
cope, a lot of other things to deal with at the moment”.

2.4 Designing our services
Our business processes, support, information and assistance measures shouldn’t rely on
defining a customer’s circumstance with restrictive eligibility criteria but be designed more
broadly to have a neutral (or ideally positive) impact upon a customer’s circumstances. We
shouldn’t be exposing customers to more stress; we should be helping them.
Our customer support programs should be caring, innovative and flexible and grounded in
an approach that ensures respect and dignity. Integral to this is the support and training
water businesses provide to staff, so they have the skills and capabilities to help customers
with respect and empathy, to manage difficult conversations, to have a sound understanding
of referral options and to be resilient throughout. Equally important is having the right
policies, systems and processes in place to support staff to deliver this very important
service to customers.

Our customer support programs
should be caring, innovative and
flexible so they can be tailored to
help customers experiencing
difficult circumstances in addition
to meeting business needs.
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3. OUR COMMITMENT TO CUSTOMERS
In implementing this better practice framework in our organisations, we are striving to deliver
on the following commitments to our customers:
1. Provide all customers with access to safe, affordable and reliable water and
sewerage services.
2. Treat all customers, regardless of their circumstances, with understanding, dignity
and respect.
3. Provide flexible and supportive options to customers to remove any barriers that may
be impacting their ability to engage with us and/or pay their bill.
4. Proactively offer customers support and make it easy to deal with us.
5. Engage with customers when designing our support programs to ensure they reflect
the lived experience of our customers.
6. Monitor and measure our programs to ensure they are meeting the needs of
customers and our business.
7. Foster partnerships beyond the water business to ensure our customers are being
supported.
8. Put in place the right culture, governance and leadership to deliver on our
commitment.

As an industry we strive to deliver
on our commitment to our
customers. For example, to
proactively offer customers
support and make it easy to deal
with us.
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4. BETTER PRACTICE FRAMEWORK
The Customer Support Better Practice Framework has four key “categories” of better
practice, based on those recommended by the Thriving Community Partnership2. These
categories are:
1. Organisational Governance: Is the approach to support siloed and the
responsibility just in one area or is there a link to Board and Corporate objectives that
supports a consistent approach?
2. Organisational Strategies: Is the organisation putting in place strategies to allow a
proactive versus a reactive approach to supporting customers in difficult
circumstances?
3. Organisational Capability: What happens in practice? Do the procedures and
processes provide support and agency and make things easier from the customer’s
position?
4. Sector and Ecosystem: How does the organisation interact with others in its sector
and the broader ecosystem to support customers? Note that this is separate to
interactions between an organisation with its customers or internally.
The better practice framework gives guidance on what better practice would look like for
each of these principles. In addition, the organisation should also consider:
- How often do you review, assess and update the items under better practice?
- How broadly do you apply the principle (just residential customers or are you also
looking at non-residential and other types of customers such as not for profit
developers, community groups etc)?
- Do you have a quality framework set up that encompasses the principle?
Being able to measure performance is important not only for ensuring that we are delivering
for our customers, but also for transparency. Guideline Key Performance Indicators are
provided in Section 5 to ensure consistency in how utilities measure success.

The four key “categories” of
maturity are:
1. Sector and Ecosystem
2. Organisational Governance
3. Organisational Strategies
4. Organisational Capability.

2

TCP, Understanding Vulnerability, 2019
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4.1 Better Practice Framework: Organisational Governance
Is the approach without siloes, and with shared responsibility? Is there a link to Board and Corporate objectives supporting a consistent approach?

1.1

Principle

What would better practice look like?

Customer support
program prioritised
and monitored by
the organisation and
the Board

• A commitment to supporting vulnerable customers is clearly articulated in organisation’s corporate strategy
endorsed by the Board.
• A commitment to implementing this framework.
• There is a clear link between organisation/corporate KPIs and the measures of success for the program.
• Board members and the whole senior leadership are an active part of internal advocacy for the program.
• Team member KPIs are linked back to customer engagement and feedback.
• Management is operationally accountable for achieving the commitment to vulnerable customers
• Workforce and contractors are engaged and incentives are aligned to the commitment to vulnerable customers
• Engagement for price plans and customer support programs includes engagement with those that struggle to pay
and other forms of vulnerability (including representation from these customers and support agencies).

1.2

Internal advocacy
for the program

1.3

Customer support
programs and debt
management tools

1.4

Vulnerability is
considered in the
strategic risks of the
business (inclusive
of opportunity risks)

• The organisation promotes internal advocacy of the program which includes knowledgeable advocates from the
board, senior leadership and the front line.
• The organisation has approved and tracked plan with actions and deliverables for inclusion, for example a Financial
Inclusion Action Plan (FIAP) or equivalent.
• Customer support programs sit in the customer division of the organisation, with customer facing teams.
• Holistic consideration of affordability, social responsibility and customer experience over debt management for
vulnerable customers. This is reflected in processes where the customer support program is the default option in
place of debt collection.
• The organisation has analytics that is allows them to predict a customer’s capacity to pay when payments are late
or missed.
• There are different strategies, process and KPIs to manage those customers (and their debt) depending on their
capacity to pay.
• Aligned credit and vulnerable customer strategies (i.e. are integrated and do not have competing metrics).
• KPIs for customer facing teams that reflect customer experience as opposed to targets for debt collection.
•
•
•
•

Customer vulnerability and affordability is documented in the Board and Organisational Risk register.
Opportunity risk of being a leader in customer support (through improved reputation and trust) is recognised.
Board and employees are contacted by stakeholders and other utilities about learning and/or partnerships.
Risk register and strategies in place for protecting information of vulnerable customers (e.g. privacy and IT
processes in place to protect victims of family violence).
10
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4.2 Better Practice Framework: Organisational Strategies
Is the organisation putting in place strategies to allow a proactive versus a reactive approach to supporting customers?
Principle

Identification of
2.1 potential customers who
may need support

2.2

Communication with
identified customers

What would better practice look like?
• Segmentation models that also use external data (including from other sectors) to identify customers even if they
haven’t reached out. This includes the non-residential customer segments as well.
• Customer segmentation overlayed with intel and insights to deliver targeted engagement campaigns.
• Face to face engagement opportunities (i.e. outreach) is part of identification strategy.
• The identification of customers through signals (change in payment behaviour, increased contact etc) is built into
processes and procedures.
• Robust processes to determine early identification of and engagement with customers at risk of vulnerability.
• Messaging is developed with input from customer insights and advocacy groups (empathetic, non-threatening,
plain English, CALD, disability etc).
• Range of channels and contact strategies targeted at different segments (e.g. entrenched versus transient or firsttime vulnerability, CALD community, renters, young people).
• Processes are in place to proactively offer support services when instances of potential bill shock.
• Other areas of the business (e.g. trade waste, developer services etc) communicating support options.
• Optimise language and website design, to ensure customers are more likely to find the right information (e.g.
analytics, customer research, remove terms hardship and vulnerability from public communication etc).
• Intervention measures that can prevent customer from falling into hardship.

Analytics that
determine the impact of
2.3
various interventions
and support measures

• Regular analysis of data informs how the organisation assigns resources (e.g. more funding for particular
programs or resources for particular channels).
• Analytics to determine how many customers have been successfully supported across each specific support
program, what is the cost per successful acquisition.
• Data is analysed and KPIs as identified in Section 5 are used to measure success of program across each of the
4 categories.
• Evidence of regular review of the program using analysis of data to identify issues and bridge gaps.
• Continuous improvement embedded.

Flexibility of support
2.4 and programs to deliver
appropriate support

• Frontline staff are identifying other support needed and referring/linking into appropriate external services (EWON,
Financial Counselling, Family & DV, energy, land rates etc).
• Flexible support options are available for business, community groups and other non-residential customers.
• Assistance options also include water efficiency to reduce costs and plumbing audits for leakages.
11
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• Products and services that are tailored to customers in vulnerable circumstances and support them to get back on
track. Note that it is not just about support but also the original products and services.
• Business processes make it easy to move customers into different support options to suit changing circumstances
or need.
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4.3 Better Practice Framework: Organisational Capability
What happens in practice (imagined versus real)? Do the procedures and processes provide support and agency and make things easier from the customer’s
position?
Principle

What would better practice look like?

Accept the need for
3.1 support from the
customer’s point of view

• No matter the point of contact, customers are believed, treated with respect and directed to the appropriate
support options.
• Eligibility criteria doesn’t prevent or delay access to support.
• The organisation follows the philosophy of ‘Just believe’.

Training of contact
centre, specialist staff
3.2
and managers, including
relevant suppliers

• Training supports staff and contractors to identify indicators of vulnerability and respond appropriately.
• Vulnerability identification training across broader organisation to understand how they can respond within their
role.
• Key employees trained in more specialist issues for escalation (e.g. family violence).
• All frontline employees receive ‘soft skills’ training such as empathy training.
• Regular reviews and updates of training.

3.3

Design of processes and
products

Support of employees
3.4 (consider support
programs, debriefing,
EAP, resourcing, KPIs)

• Customer and employee experience journey mapping of customer support processes which are regularly
reviewed with customers/employees.
• Customer experience/satisfaction is measured across the journey for support processes.
• Include those with lived experience and advocacy agencies in the design of process and products (following an
inclusive design approach).
• Evidence of continuous improvement and agile management of customer needs through active use of qualitative
and quantitative customer data.
• Proactive assessment and review of support options for appropriateness and sufficiency (for example adjust and
develop new options during COVID).
• Support structures in place for all customer facing employees (not just customer care team). This is adapted for
working from home, as well as office based. This also includes, but is not limited to an Employee Assistance
Program.
• Resilience training for staff who are managing customer support calls.
• Debrief processes in place.
• Key areas sufficiently resourced.
• Existence of Safety action plans to support physical and psychological safety of frontline team members.
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4.4 Better Practice Framework: Sector and Ecosystem
How does the organisation interact with others in the water sector and the broader ecosystem? This considers the interaction with stakeholders and partners
(as opposed to customers and internal organisation).
Principle

What would better practice look like?

Awareness among
stakeholders,
community partners
4.1
and sector about the
customer support
programs available

• Stakeholders and community partners are identified and documented and they are all aware of customer support
programs.
• Key stakeholders and community partners have a high level of confidence and trust with customer support programs
and the relationship with the organisation.
• There is an established program with governance and KPIs that includes regular interaction with external frontline
agencies, support services and relevant government organisations.
• Knowledge sharing with other water and energy sector organisations to ensure consistency and alignment of
customer support programs (e.g. cross industry referral programs for support with energy, rent assist etc).

Productive working
relationships with
community
4.2
organisations and
other service providers
to enhance

• Partners have input to the design of the customer support program. This involves coordination and input from
community organisations and an evidence-based approach to inform program design and delivery, which leverages
all available external sources of data and insights.
• Evidence that community partners are linking customers in with the program and are driving the uptake of program
outcomes (such as referrals to from charities etc to water utility and vice versa and dedicated financial counsellors
working with both organisation and customers).

Advocate change as
a sector (element of
4.3
bravery in what we
advocate for)

• The organisation has established partnerships across all levels of government and sectors to advocate for change at
a systems level (e.g. Thriving Communities Partnership, state-based consumer advocacy groups, Financial
Counsellor association).
• The organisation works within the water sector to ensure alignment with key policy and procedures (e.g. automating
concessions, consistency of customer support offered).
• Established and regularly reviewed policies that are clearly defined in relation to wider societal issues e.g.
reconciliation, gender, LGBTIQ, anti-racism.

Integrated with other
4.4 sectors and
Government programs

• Proactive identification of customers who may be able to access grants and concessions and a resource to help
customers access this support (such as assistance in completing applications).
• Collaboration with other essential services to make it easier for customers to access all support (eg TCP One Stop
One Story hub, Australian Death Notification Service, consistency of language, use of plain English communication
etc).
• Mature referral pathways in place, to broader support systems (e.g. financial counsellors suitable for different groups
(i.e. CareRing), and more tailored support (LGBTIQ+, ATSI etc)).
14
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5. MEASURING SUCCESS
5.1 Overview
Measuring outcomes are critical to ensuring a high level of maturity. The consistent KPIs are
those that we can all measure consistently that demonstrate the overall performance of our
program. The internal KPIs for the principles and categories are suggestions only, and for
organisations to measure for internal tracking. We do not want to make these compulsory or
create extra work and as much as possible we have looked at using measures that are
already reported.
Our customer programs are designed to support customers that struggle to pay a bill. They
do that through a variety of mechanisms. The observable outcome for organisations is that
they reduce and eliminate customer debt. For the customer it is that they are able to not just
sustainably pay their bills, but they do not suffer or go without other essential services
because of it.

5.2 Consistent KPIs – Recommendations
The following KPIs will be reviewed in mid-2022. Over the next 12 months we will be
collecting data and developing consistent definitions so we can agree on a definitive list of
KPIs.
1. Average residential customer debt - 90day (Lag measure): This identifies whether
debt levels are getting larger and can be an indication of how well the organisation is
managing it. This is currently measured and reported by the Australian Energy Regulator
(AER) with the added breakdown of debt by i) customers on the hardship program and ii)
customers not on the hardship program.
2. % of customers successfully exiting the hardship program (Lag measure). This
measures how effectively the organisation is able to engage customers, the flexibility of
program and whether the care team are putting customer on the best plan. The main
challenge with this is customers can come back on the plan so a suggestion is to also
track the percentage of customers that return within 6 months or monitor debt of these
customers. We also need to have consistency around what we consider a hardship
program and note that customers may exit for other reasons (such as moving to a new
area) and not just because they fail to meet payments. This is currently measured and
reported by the AER.
3. % of customers successfully meeting payment plans (Lag measure): The ESC
collects a similar metric (customers on hardship program meeting instalment plans) and
there is a similar measure collected by the AER.
4. % of customers who pay before the overdue notice stage: This indicates how
successful an organisation is at creating awareness, engaging and providing payment
options for customers before they slip into the debt collection stage of the collections
cycle.
5. Average debt on entry to i) hardship program, ii) payment plan: The benefit of this is
that it measures how proactive a water utility has been in raising awareness of its
programs and reaching out to those that need it. One of the challenges is that this figure
could be distorted by an immediate high debt (such as a leak) as opposed to financial
hardship. This measure is required by the AER and has been recommended by
SACOSS.
6. % of stakeholders who have trust and confidence in the program (suggested): This
will be a new indicator, measured by a 3rd party and we would have to identify the list of
relevant stakeholders for each organisation and survey them. It does however measure
the very important ecosystem part of the framework and we currently do not have any
KPIs that measure this category.
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5.3

Internal KPIs – Recommendations

Note that where relevant, references have been provided to other sectors, regulators or advocates that have introduced or suggested this
indicator.
Category

Suggested KPI

Sector and
Ecosystem

• % of key stakeholders and community partners aware of customer support programs and % that have trust and
confidence in customer support programs3.
• Number of referrals by water utility to support agencies
• Number of customers entering hardship program through 3rd party referrals4

Organisational
Governance

• % of employees aware of customer support program and % of employees willing and able to accurately describe
key elements of the program to others.
• Residential customers (not in hardship program or on payment plans) with a debt of 5
- Less than $500
- $500-$1500
- $1500 - $2500
- Over $2500
• # customers referred to external credit collection agency6
- on hardship/ payment plans
- not on hardship/payment arrangements
• % of restrictions that that are removed, and supply restored7
- Less than 3 days
- within 3 days
- Still in place after 14 days
• Average residential debt (90 day)8
- on hardship/ payment plans

3

Not currently measured but will have to be done through a stakeholder survey by the organisation or a 3 rd party.
AER (Australian Energy Regulator) KPI and also recommended by SACOSS
5 AER measure to track debt of customers not in hardship program
6 SACOSS recommendation to assist in understanding what happens to customers who are not/ unable to pay their bills
7 ESC KPI (UPP3) as this indicates that for those that make it to the restriction stage, utilities are making every endeavour to engage customers
8 AER requirement
4
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Category

Suggested KPI
- not on hardship/payment arrangements
• Number of breaches of privacy for customers identified as vulnerable

• % of customers that pay before the overdue notice stage9
• Number of customers accessing support/ entering program10
- through self-identifying
- via a financial counsellor or external agent
- identified by water utility
• % of all customers aware of financial assistance available11
• Number customers who12
- Received concessions they were not receiving
- Received a rebate or grant13
Organisational
Strategies
- Received debt reductions/ forgiveness
- Had onsite water/ plumbing audits completed
• % of successful outbound contacts (of number of outbound contacts)14
• % of customers that returned to the hardship program within 6 months
• % customers repaying a bill debt (not in hardship program)15
• Number of customers excluded/ exited from vulnerability program16
- because customer did not agree to payment plan
- due to inability to contact customer or the customer not making payment
- as it was more appropriate to return them to a normal payment plan

9

Recommended by Barwon Water and used instead of number of customers that go to debt collection as it is further up the process.
AER requirements and recommendation from SACOSS for water
11 This is something measured by the WSAA customer perceptions survey and several water utilities also measure this in their brand surveys
12 Required by the AER
13 ESC requirement
14 Successful outbound contact is one where a customer makes a payment, is added to a payment plan or hardship program
15 Required by the AER and by Ofwat (UK Water regulator)
16 Required by the AER
10
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Category

Suggested KPI

Organisational
Capability

•
•
•
•

17
18

100% training completion
Satisfaction score/ customer experience score of customers through the support journey17
Employee engagement score of customer care team
% of customers that are satisfied that the services provided by their company are easy to access18

Measured by several water utilities
Ofwat requirement – this is more inline with access and deals with non-financial forms of vulnerability as well
18
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6. FUTURE WORK
The Customer Support Better Practice framework is not intended to be a static document.
The intention is to work with the WSAA membership, other sectors and organisations such
as Thriving Communities Partnership to improve and expand this document over time. An
industry workshop provided feedback on this Customer Support Framework and much of this
has been incorporated in this final document. It also identified areas for further work that the
Working Group will prioritise and address over the next 12 months. These include:
• Expanding the framework principles and better practices to include non-financial
forms of vulnerability such as access, inclusion and communication.
• An assessment framework so water utilities are able to determine how mature they
are for each of the principles.
• Prioritise the principles, that is identify which of the principles are foundational and
should be addressed first.
• Reviewing and updating the recommended KPIs based on feedback from water
utilities.
• More detail around non-residential customers including definitions and specific
requirements under any of the principles.
• Advocacy with regulators and other stakeholders to improve performance indicators
for customer support.
• The inclusion of case studies to better demonstrate examples of better practice.

7. SUMMARY
We will know that we are offering appropriate customer support when our vulnerability
programs are meeting each of the objectives outlined in the maturity framework. Namely, our
programs:
-

Are inclusive and collaborative with community and sector;
Have shared accountability across the organisation, from Board objectives to
Department KPIs;
Are free from judgement and easy to access; and
Provide a positive experience for both customer and employee.

Our customer support programs must evolve to continue meeting the changing needs of
customers across our service territories. This framework has been designed as a tool to
assist in assessing current programs, guiding development, and iterating improvements to
the assistance we offer customers experiencing financial difficulty.

8. CONTACTS
Evelyn Rodrigues
WSAA’s Manager Customer and Community
evelyn.rodrigues@wsaa.asn.au
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Appendix 1: Affordability, tariff structures and
financial vulnerability
Because financial vulnerability has an inherent fiscal component, a business’s tariffs and
pricing structure will have an impact on customers experiencing financial difficulty. It is
important that water corporations consider financial vulnerability when engaging on,
designing and implementing their pricing plans.
Water and sewerage services are a necessity, and we are obligated to ensure our services
are accessible and affordable for our customers.

Water Affordability
When considering our business’ impact on vulnerability, the affordability of our services is an
important factor. A household is said to be experiencing ‘water affordability stress’ when
affordability is greater than a determined threshold. There is no agreed upon value for this
threshold but guidelines for developed countries around the world put this threshold for water
at around 3% to 5% of annual income (see below).

Within this threshold of annual income, it is important to consider the impact of misalignment
of salary and bill issue, as ratios of annual income do not recognise that income received
weekly, fortnightly or monthly may not provide sufficient scope to cover a bill that represents
even a small percentage (such as 3-5%) of annual income.
Once again, this threshold is used for a macro analysis of the customer base and is relevant
for price setting but should not be used to determine the affordability for an individual
household. Whether a customer requires support or is vulnerable is determined by
numerous factors (see definition of Vulnerability). The ratio between the household water bill
and annual income is just one of many factors that lead to a customer not being able to
afford a bill. As a result we do not recommend overall affordability targets or the use of
affordability stress targets. Instead, we recommend that we look at minimising overall
change in affordability over time and look at an individual customer circumstance.
The best way to measure performance is through the effectiveness of the customer support
programs and NOT through the number of customers in affordability stress.

‘Tariffs’ and how they impact vulnerability
A tariff is a charge levied by businesses on the owner or occupier of a property for services
provided. Different water businesses have different tariff structures, for example a balanced
two-part tariff for water (fixed and variable) and single tariff (fixed) for sewerage. The variable
component provides incentives to save water by periodically increasing prices for
consumption to encourage efficient use of water which in turn can help reduce bills if
inefficient use of water can be minimised. The fixed component provides bill certainty for
customers who may not be able to reduce their water consumption. For example:
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A tenant who only pays the “variable” component of a bill for water used, has less
control over their bill, than an owner occupier who has the advantage of the fixed
(controlled) and variable component of a bill. This can be a major issue if there are
inefficient water fixtures or concealed leaks, resulting in a high bill for the tenant,
even if they are paying only the variable component.
- If the tenant is a single parent with four children needing to use significantly more
water than a smaller owner occupier household, the variable component of the
tenant’s bill will likely be higher and unlike the owner occupier they will not have the
predictability of the fixed component of the bill.
While we recognise that only Victorian utilities directly charge tenants, we know that tenants
in other states and territories are still required under their rental agreement to pay water
usage charges to their landlord. In many cases, this can be worse for tenants as they do not
have access to, or are completely unaware of support provided by government and water
utilities if they are struggling to pay.
-

Tariffs and price structures, which are primarily derived according to cost-reflectivity and cost
recovery, need to consider:
- Affordability for all households of an essential service
- Stability and predictability of bills
- The scope for households to control their costs
- The incentive for household water use to be as efficient as possible
Balancing these considerations in a way that minimises the negative impact on household
vulnerability is important.
Customer support measures are important and should be designed to operate in cooperation with tariffs to minimise impacts on household vulnerability. Helping customers
improve water efficiency in their house (i.e. upgrading appliances to reduce wastage) is one
way to help reduce household bills.
It’s also important to ensure customers and support agencies who need/ would use
customer support programs have an opportunity to contribute in a genuine and meaningful
way to the engagement and design of:
- price plans
- customer support strategies and programs.
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Appendix 2: Hints and tips for implementing the
framework
This framework is designed to be flexible in regards to how you choose to implement it in
your organisation. However, below are a few hints and tips
Plan the assessment
• Make a list of those teams and individuals that should carry out the assessment. Include
those beyond the Customer Care team. Remember that this is a whole of business so
you should also include those who deal with customers in other areas of the business.
• When thinking about teams to assess the framework, look at which parts of the business
have some form of accountability for the areas mentioned in the framework.
• Carry out the assessment with the internal customer care team first and get the teams in
other areas move out to the other parts of the organisation with accountability to carry
out their assessment.
Carrying out the assessment
• We have developed a simple spreadsheet to capture your scores. You can find it here
• For each team: Get them to score as individuals first. Then get the team together to
develop a team score. If there are differences between team members then ask them to
discuss. The value is in the conversations and understanding why different team
members may score differently.
• Develop a final team score.
• Repeat the above steps for each of the teams identified.
• If there are any differences in scores between teams this is also an opportunity for
conversation between the teams and may result in an area of improvement or action.
Interpret, communicate and action the results
• Align any gaps (principles with lower ratings) with individual business priorities and also
link to existing frameworks and policies.
• Review technology change, policy change and operational change required– do in
sprints for these changes
• The alignment can be used to prioritise which gaps to progress and can be used to build
a roadmap for improvement.
• Share with the Executive Leadership Team and then the Board. It is crucial to get buy-in
to progress this in the business. A Case study and proof of concept approach could
assist in building Exec support.
• Caution –don’t try to reach a high level too soon. Need to get some quick wins first to
build confidence in the roll map. Take this into account when developing the roadmap.
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