
Using Psychology to Reduce Energy Use



Dr Carmen Lawrence

Director 

Centre for the Study of Social Change

School of Psychology

UWA







Action On Numerous Fronts

• Legislation and regulation to control emissions

• Investment in alternative and energy efficient technologies

• Economic instruments to alter prices

• Information to inform and persuade

• Behaviour change interventions – social change



Barriers to change

• Electricity is invisible and cheap;

• Decisions are about energy services, not energy 

use;

• People have poor understanding of how to save 

energy; and

• Powerful habits.



Workplace problems

• No financial incentive; 

• No “priming”; 

• No “context;

• No control.



Reducing electricity use

• behaviours which need to be changed ; 

• what causes these behaviours; 

• interventions to change these behaviours 

and/or their known antecedents; and 

• systematic evaluation of the effects of the 

interventions.
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Interventions

Antecedent:

• Commitment - public

• Goals – easy or hard; assigned vs. self selected

• Information

Consequent:

• Rewards

• Feedback – individual or comparative (descriptive 

norms)
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Descriptive Norms

The relationship between descriptive norms and 

behaviour is greatest:

• when the expected benefits of the action are high;

• group identification is strong;

• injunctive norms also indicate the approval of 

others.
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Change in average daily energy use 

Cialdini & Schultz, 2004











Types of descriptive normative feedback

• Based on average performance of similar others

• Based on rank order

• Based on relative savings – “biggest loser”

• Based on actual behaviour – e.g. Thermostat 

setting.



Evaluation

• Does the technique actually produce behaviour 

change?

• Does it retain its effectiveness after repeated 

presentations to the same person/group?

• Is the change is durable? Is the behaviour 

change long-term and self-maintaining?
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Electricity consumption predicted (regression 
analysis) by:

• Air conditioner thermostat setting

• Frequency dishwasher use

Electricity consumption increased by 23% from 

January to March (mean number of units consumed 

per household increasing from 2119.95 in January 

to 2615.47 in March).


