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ABSTRACT

Moment by moment we consciously or subconsciously make decisions about water use. How ac-
curate is our understanding of the magnitude of water we use? If we need to decrease water
use, due to personal or societal constraints, do we know which changes in behavior are most
effective? Do we understand the system of interconnected processes that are required to deliver
potable water to the home and what happens to the water once it leaves the home? Here | show
that perceptions of water use and water systems are rife with systematic and sometimes large
inaccuracies. Notably, participants tend to underestimate water use on average and compress
differences between activities, especially for activities that use a lot of water. Participants tend to
believe that curtailing their activities (doing the same behavior but less of it, such as taking a
shorter shower) are among the most effective ways to decrease household water use as com-
pared to adopting efficient technologies — for example, installing a low-flow toilet. With regard to
systems thinking, 1 in 5 student participants had untreated water returning to the natural envi-
ronment, 56% did not draw a water treatment plant, and 71% did not draw a wastewater treat-
ment plant. For the majority of non-environmental students, the water system stops at the
home. | will also discuss a working project, an online interactive game called WaterWorks, de-
signed to teach players about the water system, before soliciting your ideas.
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