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ABSTRACT South Africa is engaged in a vigorous campaign to rein in commercial and domestic water users to
embrace water conservation practices. While the water conservation drive appears to have gained traction among
commercial and urban water users, experts insist that a ‘culture of indifference’ toward water conservation still
persists. The main objective of this paper was to determine the attitude and behavior of South African college
students towards water conservation, and establish the linkages between college students’ water conservation
behavior and descriptive norm. The questionnaire survey was used to explore college students’ water conservation
attitudes and behaviors. Data analysis reveals a significant attitude of indifference, as college students do not
appear to consider water conservation an overarching social issue. The results also show a positive relationship
between social pressures, descriptive norm particularly and college students’ water behavior and intentions. The
paper concludes that college students are generally indifferent to water conservation.

*Address for correspondence:
E-mail: onyenankeyakevin@gmail.com

INTRODUCTION

Water conservation efforts are becoming in-
creasingly important as spiraling population and
snowballing economic development continue to
pile pressure on freshwater supplies across the
world. The 2015 Global Risk Report conducted
by the World Economic Forum ranks “water cri-
sis as the number one global risk” that is likely
to devastate many societies in the next 10 years.
This is consistent with UNESCO’s World Water
Development Report (WWDR 2014), which pre-
dicts an exponential increase in freshwater de-
mand in the coming years. For instance, domes-
tic demand alone is projected to rise by one hun-
dred and thirty percent by 2050. According to
the WWDR report, water challenges will be in-
tense in countries experiencing accelerated eco-
nomic growth, or those where a majority of the
populace does not have access to modern ser-
vices. Experts posit that the climate change co-
nundrum, which has affected weather and sea-
sonal flows of freshwater is expected to aggra-
vate not only future water supplies but also,
impacts seriously on social and economic well-
being of many countries (Bates et al. 2008; Pala-
niappan et al. 2010).

Expectedly, across the globe, how to ensure
optimal use and management of the dwindling
water resources has become an overarching con-
cern. An increasingly popular strategy to tack-
ling the water situation is Water Demand Man-
agement (White et al. 2007). Water Demand
Management (WDM) is “the adaptation and
implementation of a strategy by a water institu-
tion or consumer to influence the water demand
and the usage of water to meet any of the fol-
lowing objectives: economic efficiency, social
development, social equity, environmental pro-
tection, sustainability of water supply and ser-
vices, and political acceptability” (Tsatsi et al.
2010:24). An integral part of WDM is water con-
servation, which encompasses “the minimiza-
tion of loss or waste of water, the care and pro-
tection of water resources and the effective and
efficient use of water” (Tsatsi et al. 2010: 24).
Efficiency here refers to the ability to perform a
task or procedure, with a less amount of water
(Griffin 2007). The ultimate aim of WDM and
water conservation is to persuade consumers to
embrace sustainable water consumption behav-
iors (Willis et al. 2011).

The South African Context

South Africa is listed among the countries
that will experience water scarcity by 2050 (Black
and King 2009). This is due partly to its peculiar

DOI: 10.31901/24566608.2015/52.1,2.03PRINT: ISSN 0970-9274 ONLINE: ISSN 2456-6608

PRINT: ISSN 0970-9274 ONLINE: ISSN 2456-6608



16 KEVIN ONYENANKEYA, MARC CALDWELL  AND ANTHONY OKOH

hydrologic condition. While rainfall is low, ir-
regular and varied across the nation, groundwa-
ter supply is limited. According to Riemann et al.
(2012), groundwater contributes only about thir-
teen percent of South Africa’s total water sup-
ply. A United Nations Environment Program
(UNEP) report in 2010 estimated the total actual
renewable water resources (TARWR) in South
Africa at 1007 m3 per person per year. The UNEP
report according to experts indicates a palpable
sign of water stress. According to the thresholds
suggested by Falkenmark et al. (1989), and up-
dated in Falkenmark (2013), a country falls into
the water stress category if the average water
resources per person is below 1700 m3/capita per
year. The Department of Water Affairs’ National
Water Resources Strategy Report (NWRSR 2012),
shows that South Africa is already using ninety-
eight percent of its available water supplies albeit
inefficiently while demand for water had overtak-
en supply in sixty percent of the country’s water
management systems. The report also suggests
that fresh and groundwater supplies are almost
fully exploited in some sections of the country,
while the remaining surface water even if fully
developed, may be insufficient to sustain the
rapid economic growth (DWA 2010; NWRSR
2012).

Consequently, South Africa has been en-
gaged in a spirited race to galvanize commercial
and urban domestic water users to embrace wa-
ter conservation practices. However, while the
water conservation campaign appears to have
gained traction among commercial and urban
water users, the crusade does not appear to res-
onate with a greater percentage of the popula-
tion. The Department of Water Sanitation (DWS
2015) asserts that the issue of negative attitude
towards water resources is still a major problem,
as a lot of the people are not playing their part in
conserving the scare water resources. Clearly,
water scarcity issues, especially, efficient and
effective use of water is not after all, an urban or
commercial affair. It is a campaign that requires
the commitment and understanding of all South
Africans who must develop “a social ethic of
water conservation and ultimately a culture of
sustainability of resource use” (DWA 2010).

Objectives

South Africa is populated predominantly by
young people with those less than 35 years of

age accounting for about sixty-six percent of
the total population (StatsSa 2011). College stu-
dents fall within this influential population.
Therefore, the main objective of this article is to
determine the attitude and behavior of South
African college students towards water conser-
vation, and establish the linkages and relation-
ships between college students’ water conser-
vation behaviors and descriptive norm (that is,
the way people perceive what is generally done
in particular situations or what is presently hap-
pening in that environment). Thus, providing
baseline data about college students’ attitudes
to and water conservation behavior and inten-
tions as well as the role social dynamics play in
water conservation behavior in a group setting
such as on a university campus.

Literature Review

According to psychologists, the decision by
an individual to act one way or the other to-
wards an object is predicted on that the individ-
ual’s attitude or evaluation of the object (Ajzen
and Fishbein 2005). Attitude has been defined
as a summary evaluation of an object of thought
(Vogel et al. 2014). In their seminal study, Eagly
and Chaiken (2007:598) described attitude as “a
psychological tendency that is expressed by
evaluating a particular entity with some degree
of favor or disfavor”. In other words, attitude is
a reflection of what people feel and think about
how they would like to behave towards an ob-
ject. However, scholars contend that the fact
that an individual has an attitude does not nec-
essarily suggest that the individual will eventu-
ally perform the behavior. An individual for in-
stance, may be favorably predisposed to water
conservation, yet his actions may not reflect or
equate this favorable disposition. Clayton and
Myers (2009) posit that attitude is more likely to
influence behavior if it is strong, grounded on
firsthand knowledge and the attitude object is
perceived as important. Crano and Prislin (2006)
posit that an individual’s knowledge of an enti-
ty or attitude object increases the prominence
and subsequently the strength of that attitude,
and the probability of that attitude ultimately
influencing behavior.

A number of studies have listed attitude
among a range of underlying factors that deter-
mine water conservation behaviors especially
water conservation curtailment and efficiency
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behaviors (Coral-Verdugo et al. 2008; Clark and
Finley 2007; Lam 2006). However, the chunk of
research on water conservation has generally
focused on individual household consumption
attitudes and water conservation practices
(Fielding et al. 2012; Ritcher and Stamminger
2012; Makki et al. 2012; Beal et al. 2011; Corral
Verdugo et al. 2008; Hassell and Cary 2007; Gilg
and Bar, 2006). There is also a body of studies
that have investigated residential water conser-
vation intentions and behaviors (Willis et al.
2011; Nancarrow et al. 2008; Clark and Finley
2007; Lam 2006). In all, the studies show that
attitude, when accurately measured, is a central
factor in individuals’ water conservation behav-
ior and intentions (Russell and Fielding 2010).
These studies, however, do not appear to have
taken into cognizance the dynamics of group
settings in water conservation behavior. As ob-
served by Fielding et al. (2011), water use espe-
cially in households encompasses the actions
of several other household members and for
meaningful water conservation to occur in any
household requires a collective behavior. For
instance, if one member of a household is pre-
disposed to conserving water and others are
not similarly persuaded, that person’s attitude
alone is not likely to produce any significant
reduction in water use in that household.

Literature suggests that aside from attitudes,
social norms also act as intervening variables
that mediate behavioral intentions. Clark and
Finley (2007) have established that subjective
norms (that is, how people perceive approval of
people important to them for their actions) influ-
ence the individuals’ water conservation behav-
ior and intentions. This article will attempt to
establish the role social dynamics play in water
conservation behavior in a group setting that is
whether normative pressure encourages or dis-
courages college students’ water conservation
behavior and intentions.

Theoretical Foundation

The Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB)
(Ajzen 1991) was adopted as a point of depar-
ture in understanding the essence of the stu-
dents’ attitudes and behavior, and their relation-
ship with water conservation. The theory con-
ceptualizes an attitude “as the overall evalua-
tion of performing the behavior as positive or
negative” (Russell and Fielding 2010). Accord-

ing to the TPB, the most direct determinant of
behavior is intention, that is, the plan or motiva-
tion to act or “engage in the behavior”. Inten-
tions are mediated by three key factors: attitudes,
subjective norms and perceived behavioral con-
trol (Fielding et al. 2012). Several studies using
the TPB model demonstrate that attitudes have
positive impact on behavior especially “water
conservation curtailment and efficiency behav-
iors” (Clark and Finley 2007; Lam 2006). In sum-
mary, TPB posits that if individuals have a fa-
vorable attitude to water conservation, if they
see approval from those they consider impor-
tant to them like family and friends, and if they
feel water conservation is something within their
control, then they will likely embrace water con-
servation and move from just having intentions
to engaging in actual water conservation actions
(Russell and Fielding 2010).

Indifference to Water Conservation and
Nexus of Descriptive Norm

Indifference is an attitude. The term ‘indif-
ference’ can be understood in several ways.
However, this paper is not a treatise on its man-
ifold semantics or ethics. By the ‘attitude of in-
difference towards water conservation’, the re-
searchers mean the preferences of people when
asked to endorse positively or negatively eval-
uative statements regarding water conservation
or when they are requested to evaluate (self-
report) their own action towards water conser-
vation (Randolph and Troy 2009). For example,
viewing water conservation as an unfavorable
action reflects a negative attitude or lack of con-
cern toward water conservation. Social scien-
tists argue that the attitude of an individual to
an entity is derived from a myriad of influences.
According to Stern et al. (1995), as cited in Eagly
and Chaiken (1998: 284), “people derive their at-
titudes on specific environmental issues from
their general values and internalized norms”. A
norm is the grand rule that defines how mem-
bers of a group should behave in a certain situ-
ation. Bicchieri (2006) describes social norms as
a kind of grammar-defining the ‘socially accept-
able behavior’ in social interactions. Normative
conduct according to Kamau (2009) is typically
derived through experience. In other words, at-
titudes are learned through social interactions.
In his examination of the effect of attitudes and
social normative pressures on water conserva-
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tion, Grønhøj (2006) established that normative
influence could either encourage or discourage
water conservation in households. Similarly, re-
search by Clark and Finley (2007) shows that
water conservation intentions appear stronger
when individuals think that engaging in that
action will receive the support of those who are
important to them. Cialdini et al. (1990) posit in
the “focus theory of normative conduct” that
“the focus of an individual’s attention will dic-
tate what behavioral expectation they follow”.
They argue that ‘descriptive norm’, that is how
individuals perceive what is generally done in a
given context or what is presently happening in
that environment predicts the decision to carry
out a behavior. Ajzen and Fishbein (2005) posit
that individuals may be motivated to perform a
behavior based on the perception that others
are engaging in the focal behavior. However,
some researchers assert that only those “nor-
mative beliefs”, which people think are jointly
shared and practiced appear to have an over-
arching influence on behavior (Bicchieri and Xiao
2009; Bicchieri and Chavez 2010). In order to
test if attitude and descriptive norms were sig-
nificant intervening variables of college stu-
dents’ water conservation behavior and inten-
tions, the following propositions were made:
 There is a positive significance between

college students’ attitudes and water con-
servation behavior.

 College students’ water conservation be-
haviors and intentions are positively relat-
ed to social pressure.

METHODOLOGY

Respondents in this study were drawn from
students at a large public university in the East-
ern Cape Province of South Africa. Aiming at
ninety-five percent confidence level and a five
percent error tolerance, a sample of 600 was
drawn from a population of 7087. The respon-
dents’ ages are between 18 and 27, with an aver-
age age of 18.7 years.

Respondents completed a self-administered
questionnaire (n = 600). The greater number of
questions asked in the study follows the Likert
scale format as used by Fielding et al. (2011).
The questions dealt with perceptions about the
availability of and value of water, attitude to water
conservation, current water practice, behavioral

intentions and descriptive norms as well as as-
sessment of awareness level of respondents on
water conservation and related issues. Altogeth-
er, 600 responses were obtained. The mean of
the scale items represented a measure of the
construct and the scales were reliable.

Attitude

Attitude towards water conservation was
measured by asking respondents to state wheth-
er they agree or disagree with a series of 14 atti-
tudinal statements on water conservation on a
five-point scale adapted from the measuring in-
struments used by Dolnicar and Hurlimann (2010)
in their study of Australians water conservation
behavior and attitude.

Current Water Practices

To assess current water behavior, the respon-
dents were asked to answer to the question:
“What actions are you taking currently to save
water?” in a 6-item scale. Check all that apply:
“I make sure that the taps do not drip,” “I use
minimal water for washing clothes,” “I turn off
the tap when brushing teeth,” “I have showers
that are less than 5 minutes,” “I report leaking
water pipes, toilet sink to relevant authority,”
and “Other”. The six items were computed and
the mean provided a measure of current water
conservation behavior. Since the unit of analy-
sis was students who by virtue of their tenure
on campus are not involved in water efficiency
behaviors or one-off actions (such as fixing leaks,
installing a rainwater tanks, or water efficient
shower head), the quantitative survey only asked
respondents about their current water-saving
or curtailment behaviors.

Self-efficacy or Perceived Behavioral Control

Three items in a five-point scale were used
to measure this construct:

1. “I am confident that I could save water
around the hostel if I wanted to”,

2. “The decision to save water around the
hostel is beyond my control”, and

3.  “Whether I save water around the hostel
or not is entirely up to me” (strongly
agree - to strongly disagree).

Measuring scale adapted from Fielding et al.
(2011)
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Behavioral Intentions

Three items on a five-point scale ranging
from “strongly agree” to “strongly disagree”,
adapted from the work of Fielding et al. (2012)
were used to assess future plans to engage in
water saving or curtailment behaviors. The three
items are: (1) “I plan to conserve water”, (2) “I
will make effort to conserve water”, and (3) “I
intend to conserve water”. The three items were
averaged to provide a reliable measure of the
students’ water conservation intentions.

Descriptive Norms

Respondents were asked to assess three
statements: “Most students do not conserve
water”, “Most students would not disapprove
if I do not conserve water”, and “I feel no pres-
sure by my friends and classmates to conserve
water” on a five-point scale, (“strongly agree”
to “strongly disagree”). The mean of the re-
sponses provided a measure of the descriptive
norm.

Data Analysis

First, a descriptive analysis was applied to
provide current trends and subsequently, Chi-
square goodness of fit test was used to ascer-
tain the significance of the college students’ at-
titudes and water conservation behavior. A fur-
ther test was carried out using the Pearson’s R
correlation coefficient and Spearman correlation
to determine the relationship between college
students’ water behavior/intentions and social
pressure.

RESULTS

Attitudes of College Students towards Water
Conservation

In general, the results suggest that respon-
dents are indifferent to water conservation. Al-
though majority (80.5%) of respondents agree
that water was important and needed to be pru-
dently conserved, a high percentage does not
consider water conservation their responsibili-
ty. Also, an overwhelming 96.8 percent do not
perceive any present pressure to conserve wa-
ter. Nevertheless, the study found that a signif-
icant percentage (42.5%) do not think that South
Africa faces any serious future water scarcity.
This may not be unconnected to the general
belief of plenteous supply of water. An over-
whelming 75.8 percent strongly believe that wa-
ter is abundant in South Africa (See Table1).

Interestingly, the study found that water
conservation was not an overarching social is-
sue to students. In fact, water conservation ap-
pears to pale into insignificance as an issue of
most concern to respondents relative to energy
conservation. A whopping 384 respondents rep-
resenting about sixty four percent (Table 1) were
of the opinion that conserving electricity was
more important than conserving water. This view
may be underpinned by the fact that South Afri-
cans are frequently exposed to news about the
country’s power supply situation. As noted by
Renn et al. (1992), societal concern for any issue
assumes an elevated salience depending on how
the media amplifies the risk. Overall, almost ev-
eryone (99.5%) agrees that greater attention
should be paid to water conservation, while a
sizable number (88.7%) stated that they could
make more effort in conserving water.

Table 1: Attitudes of college students to water conservation

Statements  Agreement %
   (Frequency)

There is much water in South Africa.    75.8 (455)
Water is important and should be conserved    80.5 (483)
Conserving electricity is more important to conserving water    64.0 (384)
Water conservation is not a major issue in South Africa    53.5 (321)
Drinkable water is an unlimited resource    33.2 (199)
South Africa risk future water shortage unless we conserve water    42.5 (255)
I have experienced limited water supply before    29.6 (178)
Using water only when absolutely necessary will prevent water exhaustion    74.0 (444)
Putting the tap off when washing teeth can help save water    97.0 (582)
As an individual I can play an important role in saving water    88.7 (532)
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 Current College Students Water Conservation
Behavior

The result shows that the main water con-
servation practices of the students are turning
off the tap when brushing teeth (32.0%) and
making sure that the taps do not drip (30.0%)
(See Table 2). Although many college students
agree that water is important and should be con-
served, significantly fewer were making any sus-
tained and considered efforts to conserve water
around the campus.

Intention to Engage in Future Water
Conservation Act

Respondents were asked their willingness
to or likelihood to engage in future water con-

servation behavior. As indicated in Table 3, ma-
jority of the respondents (275) representing 45.8
percent indicated that they would make effort to
conserve water.

Relationship Between Descriptive Norm and
College Students’ Conservation Behaviors

As can be seen in Table 4 an overwhelm-
ing 74.6 percent of the respondents do not
conserve water. This situation may not be un-
connected to the fact that majority of students
feel no social pressure to engage in water con-
servation behavior (73.3%). A further test us-
ing a chi-square goodness of fit test (Table
5a) and symmetric measure (Table 5b) indicate
that there is a positive significance between

Table 2: Current water conservation behaviour of college students

Conservation practice    Yes, % (frequency)

I make sure that the taps do not drip 30.0 (180)
I use minimal water for washing clothes 16.3 (98)
I turn off the tap when brushing teeth 32.0 (190)
I have showers that are less than 5 minutes 21.0 (125)
I report leaking water pipes or toilet sink to relevant authority 1.2  (7)
Other 0

Table 3: Intention to act

Future activities      Yes % frequency

I plan to conserve water 43.2  (259)
I will make an effort to conserve water 45.8  (275)
I intend to conserve water 44.0  (264)

Table 4: Influence of descriptive norm on water conservation behaviour

Descriptive norm                                                                                                                   Yes % (Frequency)

Most students do not conserve water 74.6 (448)
Most students would not disapprove if I do not conserve water 43.8 (263)
I feel no pressure from my friends and classmates to conserve water 73.3 (440)

Table 5: College students’ attitude * water conservation behaviour cross tabulationcount

Water conservation behaviour    Total

Taps Off tap showers report leaking
don’t when  less than pipes 5
drip brushing 5mins

College Strongly agree 30 0 0 0 0 30
Students’ Agree 25 0 0 0 0 25
Attitude Neutral 125 94 0 0 0 219

Strongly disagree 0 4 190 32 0 226
Disagree 0 0 0 93 7 100
Total 98 190 125 7 600
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college students’ attitudes and water conser-
vation behavior.

Relationship Between Social Pressure and
College Students’ Water Conservation
Intentions

A further test was carried out using the Pear-
son’s R correlation coefficient and Spearman
correlation to check the relationship between
college students’ water behavior or intentions

and social pressure, and the results indicate that
college students’ water behavior and intentions
are positively related to social pressure (See
Tables 6a and 6b).

College Students’ Awareness of Water
Conservation Practices

Lastly, the survey sought to ascertain the
respondents’ awareness of water conservation
campaigns and knowledge of water conserva-

Table 5a: Chi-square tests

 2 -Value       df       Asymp. Sig.
(2-sided)

Pearson Chi-Square 1051.938a 16 .000
Likelihood Ratio 1106.769 16 .000
Linear-by-Linear Association 455.827 1 .000
N of Valid Cases         600

a. 7 cells (28.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is .29.

Table 5b:  Symmetric measures

     Value    Asymp. Approx. Tb   Approx. Sig.
Std. Errora

Interval by
Interval Pearson’s R .872 .007 43.633 .000c

Ordinal by Ordinal Spearman Correlation .934 .004 64.131 .000c

N of Valid Cases 600

a. Not assuming the null hypothesis.
b. b. Using the asymptotic standard error assuming the null
c. Hypothesis. c. Based on normal approximation

Table 6a: Water conservation behaviour* social pressure cross tabulation count

    Social pressure     Total

Strongly Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly
  agree disagree

Water Taps don’t drip 180 0 0 0 0 180
Conservation Minimal water for 60 38 0 0 0 98
Behaviour   Washing

Off tap when 0 162 28 0 0 190
  brushing
Shower less 0 0 32 46 47 125
  than 5mins
Report  leaking 0 0 0 0 7 7
  pipes
Total 240 200 60 46 54 600

Table 6b: Symmetric measures

      Value    Asymp. Approx. Tb   Approx. Sig.
Std. Errora

Interval by Interval Pearson’s R .873 .005 43.836 .000c

Ordinal by Ordinal Spearman Correlation .940 .005 67.071 .000c

N of Valid Cases 600

a. Not assuming the null hypothesis.    b. Using the asymptotic standard error assuming the null hypothesis. c. Based
on normal approximation.
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tion practices. Respondents were asked three
questions: “Have you ever come across any
message saying you should conserve water or
use it wisely?”, “What do you think about cur-
rent awareness campaign on water conserva-
tion?”, and “How do you rate your knowledge
of water conservation practices?” The findings
as indicated in Table 7a show that a significant
number (41.2%) of the respondents have not
encountered any message asking them to con-
serve water. The result also shows a huge gap in
knowledge about water conservation and what
constitutes efficient water use. A significant
number (28.8%) admitted having little knowledge
about water conservation practices that is, they
do not know enough about what they can do to
save water while only 7.5 percent of respondents
had great knowledge of what to do to save wa-
ter (Table 7b).

As shown in Table 7c, the preponderance of
respondents (62%) thought the handling of the
water conservation awareness campaign was
very poor.

DISCUSSION

Data analysis reveals a significant attitude
of indifference, as college students do not ap-
pear to consider water conservation to be an

overarching social issue. A preponderance of
respondents (64%) considers energy conserva-
tion more important and pressing than water
conservation. This may not be unconnected to
the fact that only a negligible percentage of stu-
dents are aware of the current water situation in
the country. As the findings indicate, over fifty
percent of respondents have not encountered
any communication on water conservation or
related issues unlike the energy situation where
South Africans are frequently exposed to news
about the country’s power supply situation. As
noted by Renn et al. (1992), societal concern for
any issue assumes an elevated salience depend-
ing on how the media amplifies the risk. Litera-
ture has established that information is a medi-
ating factor on how much attitudes and norms
influence intention and behavior of individuals
(Trumbo and O’Keefe 2005). “Information cov-
ers intermediary behavior in which enduring
value systems and pro-environmental behavior-
al patterns are reinforced” (Mathipa and Le Roux
2009: 256). Crano and Prislin (2006) argue that an
individual’s knowledge of an entity or attitude
object increases the prominence and subse-
quently the strength of that attitude, and the
probability of that attitude ultimately influenc-
ing behavior. The attitude of college students to
water conservation is also underpinned by the
belief of abundance of water in the country.

The fact that a relatively few college students
(29.6%) have experienced limited water supply
before could also be a plausible explanation for
the indifference towards water conservation. It
is likely that a firsthand experience of water scar-
city by more respondents would have resulted
in a more positive attitude towards water con-
servation. As indicated by Kempton and Hol-
land (2003), “experiencing environmental dam-
age can strengthen an environmental identity
and make it salient”, and this will eventually in-
fluence attitude.

Although results show that a majority of re-
spondents (80.5%) consider water as an impor-
tant resource and appear favorably disposed to
water conservation, this seemingly ‘concern at-
titude’ does not reflect on the college students’
water conservation behavior. As observed in the
study, an overwhelming majority of college stu-
dents do not conserve water. This is consistent
with the proposition of Clayton and Myers (2009)
that having an attitude does not necessarily
translate to action except when the attitude is

Table 7a: Have you ever come across any message
saying you should conserve water or use it wisely?

Frequency       %

Yes 247 41.2
No 301 50.1
Can’t remember 52 8.7

Table7b: Knowledge of water conservation prac-
tices

           Frequency              %

No  knowledge  at all 173 28.8
Little knowledge 300 50.0
Good knowledge 82 13.7

Table 7c: What do you think of current water
conservation awareness campaign?

Frequency       %

Poor 375 62.5
Good 145 24.1
Very good 80 13.3
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strong, based on personal experience and sa-
lience. “Talk is cheap, people will say what seems
socially desirable but will not really expend ef-
fort to act” (Kempton and Holland 2003:317).
The poor water conservation behavior can pu-
tatively be ascribed to the influence of descrip-
tive norm that is, the perception that others in
the environment are not presently conserving
water. As argued by Cialdini et al. (1990), the
way individuals perceive what is generally done
in a given context or what is presently happen-
ing in that environment predicts the decision to
carry out behavior. Grønhøj (2006) established
that normative influence could either encourage
or discourage water conservation. This is con-
sistent with Ajzen and Fishbein’s (2005) postu-
lation that individuals may be motivated to per-
form a behavior based on the perception that
others in their environment are engaging in the
focal behavior. Bicchieri and Chavez posit,
“Only those normative beliefs that people per-
ceive to be collectively shared and put into prac-
tice seem to matter to behavior.” The perception
that majority of group members are not engag-
ing in the focal behavior appears to be a major
disincentive for the students not to engage in
water conservation.

CONCLUSION

The findings in this study in the main sug-
gest that although college students consider
water conservation necessary and would want
to make efforts to conserve water use in the fu-
ture, they do not think water conservation is of
paramount importance and this seem to under-
pin their attitude of indifference. The results also
show a positive relationship between social pres-
sures, descriptive norm particularly and college
students’ water behavior and intentions. The
paper concludes that college students are gen-
erally indifferent to water conservation. Clearly,
the water conservation campaign does not seem
to resonate with this very influential population.
Many are seemingly disconnected and unaware
of water issues such as water scarcity, and effi-
cient and effective use of water. The general
apathy among college students stems from the
relative importance their environment seems to
have attached to the water conservation issue.
The best way to address this indifference and
allow the students to take responsibility is to
provide information that will help them under-

stand that they are major stakeholders in the
conservation drive and that their effort, no mat-
ter how little, will make a huge difference not
only in saving water but also in preserving the
environment. However, unless water conserva-
tion becomes a culture practiced by those con-
sidered influential in the colleges, many students
would not be motivated to conserve. As litera-
ture has established, people are most likely to
perform a behavior when they perceive that oth-
ers are engaging in that focal behavior.

RECOMMENDATIONS

The gratifying aspect of this study is the
fact that many college students are willing to
make changes in their behavior. But they need
help as to how to go about that. The utilities and
municipal authorities must therefore intensify
efforts in providing adequate information on
what to do to conserve water conservation, how
to do it and why it should be done. Communica-
tion strategies must pay particular attention to
the issue of belief about plenteous water, which
seems to be underlying the attitude of indiffer-
ence. Except there is a proactive communication
to counter this encompassing negative attitude
then it is only a matter of time before the collec-
tive indifference undermines the expected change
of another generation.

LIMITATIONS

There are a few limitations to the research
methodology that bear mentioning. The sample
for this research was drawn from a university
located in a relatively rural setting with a pre-
dominantly Black population of average income
groups. Furthermore, the university is located
in a region that has a comparatively higher per-
centage of rainfall and freshwater supply. Re-
sults may have appeared differently if students
of other races and economic status especially
from urban cities in the semi-arid region where
water is scarcer were included. As such, this
research paper should not be mistaken for an
empirically conclusive account of the attitudes
and behavior of all college students.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

We are grateful to the South Africa Medical
Research Council and the University of Fort Hare
for financial support.



24 KEVIN ONYENANKEYA, MARC CALDWELL  AND ANTHONY OKOH

REFERENCES

Ajzen I 1991. The theory of planned behavior. Orga-
nizational Behavior and Human Decision Process-
es, 50: 179–211.

Ajzen I 2005. Attitudes, Personality, and Behavior. 2nd

Edition. Maidenhead, UK: Open University Press.
Fishbein M, Ajzen I 2010. Predicting and Changing

Behavior: The Reasoned Action Approach. New
York: Psychology Press.

Bates B, Kundzewicz Z, Wu S, Palutikof JP (Eds.) 2008.
Climate Change and Water. Technical Paper of the
Inter-governmental Panel on Climate Change, IPCC
Secretariat, Geneva, 210.

Beal C, Stewart R, Fielding K 2011. A novel mixed
method smart metering approach to reconciling dif-
ferences between perceived and actual residential end
use water consumption. Journal of Clean Produc-
tion,  60: 116-128.

Bicchieri C 2006. The Grammar of Society:  The Na-
ture and Dynamics of Social Norms. New York: Cam-
bridge University Press.

Bicchieri C, Chavez A 2010. Behaving as expected:
Public information and fairness norms. Journal of
Behavioral Decision Making, 23(2): 161–178.

Black M, King J 2009. The Atlas of Water, Mapping the
World’s Most Critical Resource, London: Earthscan.

Brooks DB 2007. An operational definition of water
demand management. International Journal of Wa-
ter Resources Development, 22(4): 521-528.

Cialdini R, Reno R, Kallgren C 1990. A focus theory of
normative conduct: Recycling the concept of norms
to reduce littering in public places. Journal of Per-
sonality and Social Psychology, 58(6): 1015-1026.

Clark W, Finley J 2007. Determinants of water conser-
vation intention in Blagoevgrad, Bulgaria. Soc Nat
Resource, 20: 613–627.

Clayton S, Myers G 2009. Conservation Psychology.
West Sussex: Wiley-Blackwell.

Corral-Verdugo V, Bechtel RB, Fraijo-Sing B 2003.
Environmental beliefs and water conservation: An
empirical study. Journal of Environmental Psychol-
ogy, 23: 247-257.

Department of Water and Sanitation 2015. Let Us All
Play Our Part In Water Conservation.  From <http:/
/www.dwa.gov.za/> (Retrieved on 12 March 2015).

Department of Water Affairs, 2012. The Revised Na-
tional Water Resources Strategy Report. From<http:/
/www.dwaf.gov.za/nwrs/.> (Retrieved on 13 July
2014).

Hurlimann A, Dolnicar S 2010. Australians’ water con-
servation behaviors and attitudes. Australian Jour-
nal of Water Resources, 14(1): 43-53.

Eagly AH, Chaiken S 2007. The advantages of an in-
clusive definition of attitude. Social Cognition: 25:
582-602.

Falkenmark M 1986. Fresh water - time for a modified
approach. AMBIO, 15(4): 192-200.

Falkenmark M, Lundquist J, Widstrand JC 1989. Mac-
ro-scale water scarcity requires micro-scale approach-
es: aspects of vulnerability in semi-arid develop-
ment, Nat Resour Forum: U.N. Sustain Dev J, 13(4):
258–267.

Falkenmark M 2013. The multiform water scarcity
dimension. In: B Lankford, K Bakker, M Zeitoun, D
Conway (Eds.): Water Security: Principles Perspec-
tives and Practices. 1st Edition. Oxon: Routledge.

Fielding K, Louis W, Warren C, Thompson A 2011.
Understanding household attitudes and behaviours
toward waste, water and energy conservation. In: P
Newton (Ed.): Urban Consumption. Victoria, Aus-
tralia: CSIRO Publ., Collingwood, pp. 199–214.

Fielding K, Russell S, Spinks A, Mankad A 2012. Deter-
minants of Household Water Conservation: The Role
of Demographic, Infrastructure, Behavior, and Psy-
chosocial Variables. Water Resour Res, 48(10). From
<http://eprints.whiterose.ac.uk/id/eprint/76371>
(Retrieved on 15 January 2015).

Gilg A, Barr S 2006. Behavioral attitudes towards water
saving? Evidence from a study of environmental
actions. Ecological Economic, 57: 400-414.

Griffin RC 2006. Water Resource Economics: The Anal-
ysis of Scarcity, Policies, and Projects. Cambridge,
Massachusetts: MIT Press.

Grønhøj A 2006. Communication about consumption:
A family process perspective on ‘green’ consumer
practices. Journal of Consumer Behaviour, 5: 491–
503.

Kempton W, Holland D 2003. Identity and sustained
environmental practice. In: S Clayton, S Opotow
(Eds.): Identity and Natural Environment. Cambridge,
MA: MIT Press, pp. 317-341.

Lam S 2006. Predicting intention to save water: The-
ory of planned behavior, response efficacy, vulner-
ability, and perceived efficiency of alternative solu-
tions. J Appl Soc Psychol, 36(11): 2803–2824.

Makki A, Stewart R, Panuwatwanich K, Beal C 2012.
Revealing the determinants of shower water end use
consumption: Enabling better targeted urban water
conservation strategies. Journal Cleaner Produc-
tion, 60: 129-146.

Mathipa KS, Le Roux CS 2009. Determining water
management training needs through stakeholder con-
sultation: Building users’ capacity to manage their
water needs. Water SA, 35(3): 253-260.

Nancarrow B, Leviston Z, Po M, Porter N, Tucker D
2008. What drives communities’ decisions and be-
haviors in the reuse of wastewater. Water Sci Tech-
nol, 57(4): 485–491.

Palaneappan M, Gleick P, Allen L, Cohen M, Chris-
tian-Smith J, Smith C 2010. Clearing the Waters: A
Focus on Water Quality Solutions. Oakland, CA:
Pacific Institute.

Randolph B, Troy P 2008. Attitudes to conservation
and water consumption. Environ Sci Policy, 11: 441–
455.

Renn O 1992. Risk communication: Towards a ratio-
nal discourse with the public. Journal of Hazardous
Materials, 29: 465-519.

Richter C, Stamminger R 2012. Water consumption in
the kitchen: A case study in four European coun-
tries. Water Resource Management, 26: 1639–1649

Riemann K, Chimboza N, Fubesi M 2012. A proposed
groundwater management framework for municipal-
ities in South Africa. Water SA, 38(3): 445-452.

Russell S, Fielding K 2010. Water Demand Management
Research: A Psychological Perspective. Water Re-
sources Research, 46(5). n/a From <http://onlineli-
brary. wiley.com/doi:10.1029/2009WR008408/full>.

Statistics South Africa 2011. South Africa Census 2011.
From <http://www.statssa.gov.za/Census2011/Prod-
ucts. asp> (Retrieved on 22 May 2015).



WATER CONSERVATION AND CULTURE OF INDIFFERENCE 25

Trumbo CW, O’Keefe GJ 2005. Intention to conserve
water: Environmental values, reasoned action, in-
formation effects across time. Soc Nat Resour, 18:
573–585.

Tsatsi C, Mila U, Mabaso S, Pongoma S 2010. Con-
serving a scarce resource: The role that municipali-
ty (and all of us) should play to address the water
conservation and water demand management chal-
lenges. IMIESA, 35(3): 24-33.

Vogel T, Bohner G, Wanke M 2014. Attitudes and Atti-
tude Change. Hove, UK: Psychology Press.

UNESCO 2014. Unesco World Water Development
Report, 2014. From<http://www.unesco.org/new/en/

natural-sciences/environment/water/wwap/wwdr/>
(Retrieved on 21 July 2014).

White S, Turner A, Fane S, Giurco D 2007. Urban
Water Supply-demand Planning: A Worked Exam-
ple. 4th IWA Specialist Conference on Efficient Use
and Management of Urban Water Supply. Jeju, Ko-
rea, 20 May 2007.

Willis R, Stewart R, Williams P, Hacker C, Emmonds S,
Capati G 2011. Residential potable and recycled wa-
ter end uses in a dual reticulated supply system. De-
salination 272 (1-3): 201–211.

World Economic Forum, Global Risks 2015. Ninth
Edition. From <http://www3.weforum.org/ docs/
WEF_GlobalRisks_Report_2014.pdf> (Retrieved on
3 October 2015).


