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Worldwide Responses to 
Purified Recycled Water (PRW)

• Australia: PRW for industrial use, horticultural irrigation, Taronga Zoo

• Potable use approached with caution...
• Toowoomba transforms into “Poowoomba” (see Price et al. 2012)

• January 2007 Queensland Govt announces that PRW to be included 
in SEQ Water Grid project



• Participatory processes necessary to move away from 
the knowledge deficit model of public understanding.

• Importance of trust in previous studies (Hurlimann and 
McKay, 2004)

• Success:
– A focus on benefits in messages (Khan and Gerrard, 2006)

– Communication needs to take into account community attitudes, values 
and beliefs to be effective (PUB, 2008; Ingram et al., 2006)

– Formal and persuasive communication programs (McKenzie-Mohr , 2000; 
Marks and Zadoroznyj, 2005)

• Gap in knowledge about how to effectively communicate 
about PRW to the community.

Previously on PRW & Comms...



Critical Components of 
Communication

(Moser 2010)



• Message attributes (Perloff, 2010)

• Structure: argument sidedness, conclusions, sequential order (Allen, 1998; 
O’Keefe, 1999)

• Content: including evidence & emotional appeals
• Language: speed, intensity & power of the rhetoric used

• Understanding the way information is processed: 
Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM) (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986) 

• Central: issue is relevant, carefully considered, change in attitude
• Peripheral: those less involved rely on peripheral cues such as source

• Individual attributes
• Worldview & Ideology (Dake, 1991; Lima and Castro, 2005; Steg and Sievers, 2000)

• System justification tendencies (Feygina et al. 2010)

Conceptual Frameworks



• Are complex messages about recycled water treatment more effective 
in influencing community attitudes to PRW?

• Are one-sided messages, detailing only the advantages of PRW, 
more effective than two-sided messages?

• Do individual differences influence responses                   
to PRW information?

Study 1: Aims

Can different communication 
techniques influence community 
responses towards PRW?



• Time 1 (T1) survey: assess participants’ characteristics, traits and 
baseline attitudes towards PRW. 

• Three weeks later... T2 survey.
• Randomly assigned to one of four PRW experimental message conditions:

1) complex one-sided (PRW +ves); 
2) complex two-sided (PRW +ves and-ves); 
3) simple one-sided; 
4) simple two-sided arguments. 

• Participants: SEQ community, aged 18 & over, recruited by a social 
research company. 

• Altogether 415 participants completed both Time 1 & Time 2.  

Method



• Moderately accepting of 
PRW at T1

• General support for 
PRW increased T1-T2

• Those that supported or 
were opposed PRW at 
T1 did not change with 1 
or 2 sided conditions

Analysis

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

I do not want purified recycled water to be mixed with 
drinking water (N=570)

Given the choice, I would not drink water that contained 
purified recycled water (N=570)

I would drink the water provided by this recycling scheme 
(N=570)

I support adding purified recycled water to the water supply 
in Wivenhoe Dam (N=570)

I believe that the recycling scheme would be safe to use 
(N=570)

Strongly disagree Strongly agree



 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Genetically modified animals for food (N=537)

Genetically modified plants for food (N=537)

Nuclear power plants (N=543)

Drinking recycled water   (N=549)

Genetic testing generally (N=530)

Clean Coal (N=479)

Drinking treated stormwater (N=536)

Drinking desalinated water (N=543)

Genes tested for  own info (N=533)

Windfarms (N=544)

Rainwater for drinking (N=556)

Internet (N=565)

Very 
comfortable

Not at all 
comfortable

Analysis
Participants significantly more comfortable with many other technologies.



Analysis
Worldview: Egalitarians more likely to support PRW than fatalists.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Fatalistic
(N=117)

Individualistic
(N=112)

Hierarchical
(N=68)

Egalitarian
(N=219)

Support recycled 
water

Oppose recycled
water



Analysis

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Climate change is happening, but its just a natural 
fluctuation in Earth's temperatures (N=285)

I dont think that climate change is happening (N=36)

I have no idea whether climate change is happening or 
not (N= 21)

Climate change is happening, and I think that humans 
are largely causing it (N=228)

Oppose recycled 
water

Support recycled 
water

Belief in human induced climate change; higher support for PRW.



• Those initially ambivalent increased support when provided with a 
positive one sided message (M=5.18) than two sided message (M=4.7).

– Two sided more effective in other studies (Allen, 1998; O’Keefe, 1999). 

• Complex information increased support for PRW at T2 (M = 4.60) 
compared to T1 (M = 4.35). 

• Scientists were the preferred messengers over government.

• Trust in QLD government higher at T2 with two-sided information. 
– There were no significant interactions between support groups (those that 

oppose, are ambivalent or support it), trust in information from the 
Queensland government and sidedness.

Analysis



• Text only in an online environment
– Messages are more than words or information; they are accompanied by 

imagery, tone, emotions, pictures and colour, and it is by using a 
combination of these that messages are able to reach a wide range of 
audiences and keep their attention (Hartley, 2003; Moser, 2010).

• Exposure effect: repeated exposure of an individual to a stimulus can 
enhance attitudes held towards it.

• Government announcement that PRW only to be added when 
combined dam levels fall below 40%.

• Our survey frame of ‘PRW’…

Limitations



• Current study investigating communication processing pathways 
(ELM)

• Is the ‘yuck factor’ a form of peripheral processing? 

• Do conditions of risk; benefits; and risks and benefits combined 
impact on participants’ level of support, emotion and perception 
of information? 

• Does risk hinder acceptance? 

• Do benefits = support?

• Does issue relevance impact on support?

Flowing on…Study 2



• Issue relevance
– High = SEQ region
– Low = non SEQ region

• Information
– Risks
– Benefits
– Risks & Benefits

• Control: No information

• Online survey…stay tuned!

Study 2: Method



Information on Risks



Information on Benefits



Information on Risks & Benefits




 

PRW requires effective and thoughtful communication strategies.


 
There is no uniform ‘community’.


 

Important elements of communication: message complexity, message 
sidedness, personal issue relevance, and portrayal of risks and 
benefits. 


 

Scientists may be preferred messengers over government.


 
Individual characteristics can influence acceptance of PRW



 
Tailored information? 


 

Future research to help ascertain whether holistic communication 
connecting human values to water is of greater benefit in the transfer 
of knowledge and for optimal understanding than traditional scheme 
specific techniques.

Conclusions…in the form of one-way 
communication 
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Credit where credit’s due



Urban Water Security Research Alliance

THANK YOU

www.urbanwateralliance.org.au
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