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Executive Summary
The present study was a two phased investigation, inspecting the gap in literacy that leads to a
preference for bottled water over tap water on the UBC Vancouver Campus. The second phase of
this study explored the impact of choice architecture; particularly visual nudges, on diverting this
preference. Our findings suggest that a visual nudge employing a pre-commitment strategy was
the most effective in increasing self-reported use of tap water. This was followed by a visual
nudge employing the ease and convenience technique, which pointed out the closest tap water
facility. However, the small sample sizes and self-reported nature of the methodology renders
these findings highly rudimentary and subject to critique.
(114 words)

Introduction
Given the current climate crisis, discussions around sustainability have become more prevalent.
In light of this, the UBC community is employing multiple interventions to monitor it’s
environmental impact. One such initiative is the Tap Water Campaign launched by Campus and
Community Planning, which aims to reduce the consumption of bottled beverages and increase
the consumption of tap water across the Vancouver campus. In order to do so, they required an
understanding of factors that influenced a preference for bottled water and an exploration of
interventions that may negate these preferences. Hence, the present research aims to investigate
and understand these factors, and explore interventions.
Through viva voce, there is a presumption that members of the UBC Vancouver community who
come from other countries may not be aware that tap water is potable here since it may not be in
their home countries. This is a stand alone presumption that the study also aimed to test. Past
research on the preferred use of bottled water suggests that there are two main factors at play:
lack of information and perceived differences in subjective experience (Anadu & Harding, 2000;
Doria, 2006; Saylor et al, 2011). Lack of information involves beliefs that there are increased
health benefits to drinking bottled water, that the safety and quality of tap water is less that that
of bottled water, and that recycling mitigates the environmental cost of bottled water.
Differences in subjective experience focus on the perceived taste and aesthetic of bottled water.
Consumer research around bottled beverages suggests that generational factors may be
responsible for this misinformation (Slootweg & Rowson, 2018). Generation Z tend to be more
sceptical of information given by large corporations and governments agencies, which may lead
to the distrust in those sources when they claim that tap water is safe for consumption. Since
UBC’s demographic data shows that the majority of the UBC population falls within this
Generation Z bracket, thus this scepticism might be at play on campus (The Planning and
Institutional Research Office).
This misinformation and difference in subjective experience may be mitigated through the
implementation of choice architecture (Cass, 2014). Choice architecture works towards
organising the context in which people make decisions, nudges specifically accomplish this
without forbidding any options. Nudges present themselves in many forms that address different
aspects of a choice. As such, the current study explore if visual nudging techniques would
increase the consumption of tap water amongst the UBC Vancouver population. We
hypothesised that UBC students would report an increase in the usage of tap-water fountains
after witnessing the visual nudges.

Methods

Our methodology consisted of two online qualtrics surveys. The first was sent to determine
demographic information about our participants, and barriers they reported around their own tap
water usage. (Appendix A) Based on findings from the first survey, nudges relevant to reported
barriers were sent in a second survey. (Appendix B & C) Each nudge was accompanied by a ten
point likert scale where 0 represented no persuasion, and 10 represented immediate persuasion to
drink tap water. Participants were also asked which factors they though were most responsible
for other’s lack of tap water consumption and what suggestions they would have for
interventions aiming to encourage tap water consumption. In order to avoid order effects, two
versions of the second survey were created, both had a randomised order of presentation of the
nudges and were sent in alternation to participants.

Results
Through the first survey we were able to reach nineteen UBC students, the results of the survey
are shown in Appendix D and E. 53% of our sample were international students, 52% of the
entire sample reported coming from places with potable tap water and 94% of the sample said
they drank tap water on a regular basis. Internationality did not seem to have an effect on tap
water drinking (which mitigated the viva voce factor). When assessing the knowledge around tap
water, only 47% of the participants knew that Vancouver tap water was filtered rain and snow
melt. 42% thought that the source was glacial ice and 11% thought it was fresh water lakes.
These findings suggest a clear lack of information around the water filtration process that. The
implications of these findings are as discussed later in this report.
Results from the second survey show that by mean ratings of self reported persuasiveness the
nudge using a pre-commitment strategy was rated most persuasive — rated at an average of 7.
(Appendix F & G) To asses the validity of this effect we ran a one-way ANOVA test with each
participant’s ratings for all the nudges presented, we found a p-value of 0.02. (Appendix H)
In response to the additional questions at the end of the second survey asking what factors
participants thought contributed most to people not drinking tap water, 56% of the participants
mentioned lack of trust in the cleanliness of the water and 22% mentioned misinformation about
the condition of the tap water. (Appendix I)

Discussion

These findings suggest that internationality does not influence the preference for tap water
consumption. However, there is a clear gap in literacy around the filtration and distribution of tap
water in the Vancouver area. This can be observed in both self-reports from the first survey, and
in speculations for other’s behaviour in the second survey. These results suggest a greater focus
on interventions that target the spread of more information regarding the water filtration process
used on campus.
Since our participants reported an increase in tap water usage, our hypothesis was confirmed
suggesting that the use of nudges may foster more sustainable behaviour. It was also observed
that the best strategy for nudging sustainable behaviour is to use a pre-commitment strategy.
However, it is important to note that due to the circumstances of a pandemic we were not able to
conduct follow up research on the genuine frequency of tap water usage after actual
implementation of the nudges and thus, our results remain speculative and our findings have low
external validity. In addition, the higher rating for the pre-commitment strategy nudge may not
have been due to the contents of the nudge itself but rather due to the more colourful graphics
employed in this particular poster. (Appendix B) Participants also reported that they believes
more colourful and visually appealing visual interventions may be much more effective.
Another mitigating factor we failed to address is that we do not possess any control over
architecture i.e. we cannot pre-determine where a building puts its water fountains. Anecdotally,
we have seen students avoiding water fountains which are situated near lavatories, thus even
with the presence of a nudge, the location may still hinder the usage of water fountains. Thus, a
further study would be needed to nullify this effect by randomising the placement of nudges and
observing the strength of nudges in multiple locations.
Regardless of these limitations, this study demonstrates that choice architecture, particularly
nudging techniques may be a valid form of intervention when addressing behaviours that come
from a gap in literacy as they can serve as a reminder and informative tool simultaneously.

Recommendations for our Client

Through the effects observed in this study, and the feedback we received from our participants,
we would suggest that the Tap Water Campaign re-asses the current nudges they have in place to
cater to a pre-commitment strategy (encouraging students to commit to drinking more tap water

by investing in a reusable bottle) or amplify the ease and convenience (direct students towards
the nearest water fountains).
We also found that UBC students could benefit from more information about the water filtration
process used on campus, and that this information is challenging to find and understand even
when effort is put in. Thus it may be beneficial for our client to create an easily accessible page
online that harbours all the information about tap water filtration and maintenance on campus,
and provides further references to scientific data (to mitigate skepticism).
Although our study suggests that these strategies do not need to specifically be targeted towards
international students, we suggest that there be a survey with a larger sample that replicates the
first survey in this study. This will allow for a better assessment of the impact of internationality
on tap water consumption on campus. If a correlation is found in further investigation, it may be
beneficial to relay information about the safety of tap water consumption to students during
Jump Start, where many international students gather other vital information to help them
acclimate to Vancouver.
Finally, as voiced by many participants in the second survey (when asked for suggestions for
interventions) there needs to be an emphasis on the clarity within any interventions pushed. The
interventions present across campus currently seem to divert a viewer’s attention from the tap
water to unrelated topics.
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Appendices
Appendix A; First Survey

https://ubc.ca1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_71lxEEVKmQSD7HT

Appendix B; Second Survey
Version 1; https://ubc.ca1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_3JbDOMotNAkf3MN
Version 2: https://ubc.ca1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_1YPSo3MMVZDEU4Z

Appendix C; Nudges
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Appendix D; First Survey Results
Tap Water Demographics Survey Results
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Appendix F; Second Survey Results
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Appendix G; Second Survey Result Graphs

Appendix H; Second Survey ANOVA test

Appendix I; Second Survey Contributing Factors Graph

