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In recent years, there have been calls for major changes 
to the Safe Drinking Water Act stemming from a crisis 

in confidence, the result of several high-profile incidents 
impacting drinking water in places like Toledo (Ohio), 
Flint (Mich.), and Charleston (W.Va.). Although these 
events were serious and required urgent attention (both to 
remedy the issues and to help prevent similar ones else-
where), it doesn’t necessarily mean that there is a nation-
wide crisis of confidence in tap water. 

To help ensure that discussions about public opinion 
on this issue are as informed as possible, AWWA com-
missioned a large-scale survey to help assess how the 
US public views its drinking water quality and safety, as 
well as how satisfied they are with their water utilities. 
Administered by Morning Consult, a well-regarded polling 
firm, the survey asked a nationally representative group 
of people (2,200 total individuals, 1,940 served by a utility) 
about their views on the safety and quality of drinking wa-
ter, their satisfaction with utilities, and other related items. 
We were pleased to learn that nearly 80% of the public has 
a favorable opinion of tap water safety and quality. Overall, 
this is something to celebrate, as it suggests there is not a 
broad, nationwide crisis of confidence in tap water. The 
utility sector should be recognized for its hard work deliv-
ering drinking water that is safe and affordable.

If you take a moment to look at the details, some of the 
challenges that remain with public confidence are not 
trivial. Despite the overall high level of confidence in tap 
water, there are several concerning findings when we 
look at responses from people of different self-reported 
income levels and ethnicities. While households with 
incomes greater than US$100,000—who were more likely 
to be white—rated their tap water the highest, Black and 
Hispanic respondents, as well as respondents with lower 
incomes, are significantly less likely to perceive their water 
as “very safe.” Given the sector’s commitment to providing 
a high level of quality and service to all its customers, this 
means there’s room for improvement. The survey by itself 
cannot tell us why these views are so different, but it does 
confirm that the sector should actively seek out those rea-
sons and work to address them.

Beyond the differences in responses by ethnicity 
and income level, those who remembered receiving a 

communication from the utility within the past year rated 
both their water and their utility higher than those who did 
not remember a communication. Therefore, it is essential 
that communications target and reach all tap water con-
sumers, including those in disadvantaged communities and 
those who may rent rather than own their homes. By provid-
ing useful information to customers on a variety of issues—
such as safety, conservation, and the utility’s future plans—
utilities can build trust in their communities over time. 
That will help them if a negative event occurs; see AWWA’s 
Trending in an Instant guide for some cautionary examples.

The survey also found that many of the lower rankings of 
both water quality and safety were related to concerns about 
water taste, odor, color, or other aesthetic qualities. Many 
utilities actively manage these concerns, but this survey is a 
reminder to redouble those efforts and ensure that customer 
concerns are investigated and addressed promptly.

The survey also touched on water affordability, and for 
customers who have lower household incomes, this can 
become an acute concern. The assistance that utilities 
can offer varies, depending on differing legal restrictions, 
utility policies, and available funds. Utilities can exam-
ine their assistance programs to help ensure affordabil-
ity while simultaneously examining the whole array of 
assistance available to them through federal and state 
infrastructure programs, partnerships, and other op-
portunities to contain costs. There is, however, no silver 
bullet. Resources like AWWA’s Thinking Outside the Bill 
and the US Environmental Protection Agency’s (USEPA’s) 
Compendium of Customer Assistance Programs are places 
to start. The list of challenges and potential solutions in 
this field are considerable and growing, but there are key 
resources from AWWA, USEPA, and other organizations 
that can help navigate this complex issue.

All members are encouraged to review the survey results 
and look for ways to improve their public confidence based 
upon these insights. 
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