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Summary 

The research presented in this paper aims to understand the drivers of household water conservation and how water 
conservation can be supported as a ‘way of life’ in South East Queensland (SEQ). The research draws on the Theory 
of Planned Behaviour and comprises three phases. In the first phase, focus groups were conducted to identify the 
salient costs and benefits, barriers and facilitators, and normative influences on two types of behaviours: everyday 
water conserving behaviours and installation of water efficient appliances. The second phase of the research 
involves a baseline survey of SEQ households to identify the key psycho-social and socio-demographic 
determinants of household water conserving behaviours. In the third phase, interventions that address the key drivers 
of household water conservation will be evaluated to assess their long-term effectiveness. Data from the current 
research will be integrated with data from the Residential Water End Use study being conducted within the Urban 
Water Security Research Alliance to provide a comprehensive analysis of household water demand management in 
SEQ.
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Introduction

The availability of freshwater resources for urban populations has become a focal issue in recent years. Predictions 
of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change suggest that freshwater water resources are vulnerable to the 
impacts of climate change, and moreover, that existing stressors on water demand including population growth, land 
use change and urbanization will be exacerbated by climate change (Bates et al., 2008). These predictions further 
suggest that residential water demand is an important area for focus given projected and actual population growth in 
relatively water-scarce urban areas (Bates et al., 2008). Thus, future reductions in water supply and increasing water 
demand will be critical issues world-wide (Bates et al., 2008) requiring policy and strategies that specifically address 
urban water demand management. 

We argue, however, that to develop effective policy in this area, there needs to be an understanding of the key 
psycho-social and socio-demographic drivers of water conservation (Abrahamse et al., 2005) and an evaluation of 
mechanisms that aim to address these drivers. It is evident, however, that there is a dearth of research addressing 
these issues, and the research that exists has serious limitations. The main limitations are the lack of appropriate 
measurement of household water use behaviour and the use of individual-level psycho-social variables to predict a 
collective level outcome (i.e., household water use) (cf. Steg and Vlek, in press). The Systematic Social Analysis of 
Household Water Demand Management project seeks to investigate the social dimensions of residential water 
demand management in SEQ and in so doing provide valuable information to water policy makers and address 
limitations of previous research in this area. Specifically, the project aims to: 1) identify the psycho-social and 
socio-demographic drivers of water conservation practices, 2) determine the effectiveness of targeted intervention 
strategies for achieving long term sustainable residential water use, 3) gain an understanding of how best to tailor 
intervention strategies for different sectors of the community, and 4) significantly advance the scientific literature on 
water demand management. 

Conceptual Framework 

The research draws on the Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB; Ajzen, 1991) as the framework to guide the research. 
The TPB is an extensively used and well-supported model of the informational and motivational factors that 
combine to predict behaviour. In the TPB, the most immediate determinant of behaviour is an intention (i.e., a 
motivation or plan) to engage in the behaviour (e.g., water conservation). The TPB proposes intention to be 
determined by the additive effects of attitude (i.e., overall positive or negative evaluation of water conservation 
behaviours), subjective norm (i.e., perceptions of whether important others support water conservation behaviour) 
and perceived behavioural control (i.e., extent to which water conservation behaviour is within an individual’s 
control). The TPB also proposes that attitudes, subjective norms, and perceived behavioural control are underpinned 
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by context specific beliefs. For example, attitudes to water conserving behaviours are formed through an 
individual’s assessment of the perceived costs and benefits associated with water conservation behaviors. As a 
parsimonious model of human decision-making, the TPB allows for the inclusion of additional variables that can 
help to improve the explanatory power of the model in relation to the focal behaviour (in this case household water 
conservation). A review of the literature suggests that in addition to the TPB variables, habits, personal norms and 
collective-level variables such as community norms and identification, and household culture, may be important 
additional determinants of household water conservation behaviours. Figure 1 provides a summary of the basic TPB 
model that will guide the research program. 

Figure 1. Theory of planned behaviour 

Methodology 

The research will proceed in three phases with participants recruited from four regions of SEQ: Sunshine Coast, 
Gold Coast, Ipswich, and Brisbane. The first phase, which has already been conducted, involved 12 focus groups (N 
= 84 participants) across the four regions of SEQ. The focus groups elicited the salient beliefs associated with 
everyday water conserving behaviours and installing water efficient appliances in the home through posing 
questions about the advantages/disadvantages, facilitators/barriers, and sources of approval/disapproval of these 
actions. In the second phase, a baseline survey will be conducted to assess the expanded TPB model (see Figure 1). 
Attempts will be made to collect data from the adult-decision makers of the household and this data in conjunction 
with the inclusion of collective-level social variables will help to address previous limitations in the research area. 
The psycho-social and socio-demographic measures in the survey will be linked to household water use data drawn 
from council records. In addition, a subset of households will be recruited into the Residential Water End Use study 
being conducted in the Urban Water Security Research Alliance and, for these households, survey responses will be 
linked to water end use data. Thus, psycho-social and socio-demographic variables can be linked to objective 
measures of overall household water use as well as to specific household water use. The third phase of the research 
will be an evaluation of intervention strategies developed to address the key drivers of water conservation as 
identified from the Baseline survey. The short-term and long-term effectiveness of interventions will be assessed 
using data from the Water End Use study. 

Preliminary Findings 

Findings from the focus groups indicated that financial considerations underpinned some of the beliefs associated 
with water conservation. The short-term and long-term monetary savings associated with everyday water 
conservation behaviours or installation of water efficient appliances was a major benefit identified by participants. 
On the other hand, the upfront cost associated with installing water efficient appliances was highlighted as a 
disadvantage. Environmental protection and water security for future generations were also cited as major benefits 
of water conservation, a finding that may reflect concerns with intergenerational equity and resilience to climate 
change. An important belief was that installation of water efficient appliances has the advantage of lowering the 
need to monitor and be vigilant about everyday water using practices. This latter belief raises questions about 
whether water savings achieved from installation of efficient appliances will be fully realised if householders 
consequently believe they do not need to monitor their everyday behaviour. Beliefs about the disadvantages of
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everyday water conserving behaviours related mainly to their impact on lifestyle. These types of actions were 
perceived by some to be time consuming and inconvenient, and to impact negatively on quality of life, health and 
hygiene. Social marketing reminders (e.g., advertising, feedback on rates notices) were the most often cited 
facilitator of everyday water conserving actions (i.e., curtailment behaviours). This finding suggests that government 
media and educational campaigns and information service provision by water retailers that aimed to promote water 
conservation in homes, have been received positively and perceived as effective by participants in the study. 

References 

Abrahamse, W., et al. (2005), A review of intervention studies aimed at household energy conservation, Journal of 
Environmental Psychology, 25, 273-291. 

Ajzen, I. (1991), The theory of planned behavior, Organizational Behavior and Human Decision Processes, 50(2), 179-211. 
Bates, B. C., et al. (Eds.) (2008), Climate Change and Water, 210 pp., IPCC Secretariat, Geneva. 
Steg, L., and C. Vlek (in press), Encouraging pro-environmental behaviour: An integrative review and research agenda, Journal

of Environmental Psychology.




