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B A C K G R O U N D

Australia is known for its volatile and
extreme weather. The nation has
grappled with issues of sustainable
water management but new
technology and behaviour change
tips and advice aim to provide us the
help we need.  We want to do the
right thing when it comes to our
water use, but do we even stop to
think about it?  Do we know how
water gets to our homes and how we
use it?  Prior research by The Water
Conservancy demonstrated that
while Australians tend to place value
on the environment and on water as
a natural resource, their 
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individual
behaviours and actions do not align
with their intentions.

The Water Conservancy launched Water
Night in 2020 with the aim of helping us
all become more aware of how often we
use tap water in the home.  In the last
three years, the event in itself has
demonstrated improved water
knowledge helping people value water
more.  Until we truly value water we can’t
hope to use it efficiently. The great
success of this campaign is highlighted
through participants increased water
literacy levels. 



This research piece
builds upon themes that
emerged from The
Water Conservancy’s
research, 'Billions of
Water Using Minutes.'  In
this research we further
explore the relationship
between demographic
and water literacy,
specifically highlighting
water literacy
differences in

                            This
research seeks to
uncover water literacy
levels and patterns. It is
not a conservation
piece. This research is a
broader report,
exploring poor water
education.

‘Aussie Intentions -
Are They Enough?
Australians' Water
Literacy Tested’
seeks to highlight
the disconnect
between intent,
perception, and
reality of Australian's
water attitudes and
behaviours. It
emphasises the
importance of
addressing this issue
to promote informed
decision-making
and work towards a
more water-
conscious Australia.
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generation, geography
and gender.



E X E C U T I V E  S U M M A R Y
Our research over the years indicates a nationwide water
knowledge deficit. This piece reveals a chasm between how
Aussies perceive their water literacy versus actual water
literacy levels, and subsequent water usage habits. Despite
Australians' self-reported high value of water and the
environment, there is a gap when also assessing their water
awareness and usage levels. The Water Conservancy aims to
bridge this gap between intention, perception, and action by
boosting water literacy; thereby, encouraging Australians to
think critically about their own water habits to waste less and
conserve more.

Australians will continue to require heavy call-to-
action campaigns from water utilities to understand
what they should and should not be doing due to a
lack of awareness. These water sustainability,
conservation and climate change campaigns are
subject to low acceptance and backlash from
Australians with poor water knowledge. Where
knowledge is power, The Water Conservancy seeks to
utilise this research to empower Australians to alter
their poor water behaviours to match their positive
intentions and attitudes.
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M E T H O D O L O G Y
This year we commissioned  further
research surrounding Australia's
attitudes and actions regarding tap
water. The omnibus survey was
conducted online, over the course of
one week — between 21 August and
28 August 2023. In collaboration with
YouGov, The Water Conservancy
carefully designed a comprehensive
questionnaire to address key topics
related to water usage patterns and
perceptions. Using a nationally
representative sample of 1,573
Australians aged 18-65, the data was
weighed by age, gender, and region
to reflect the latest ABS  population
estimates. The statistically significant
findings are compiled in the report
below.

online
omnibus survey

one week
over the course of 

1, 573
sample size

18-65
Australians aged
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T O P I C S  T E S T E D

This research tested Australians on water literacy, better known as water knowledge. We tested self-rated
water knowledge levels as well as actual water knowledge to compare perceptions against reality. We also
tested attitudes and concerns about climate change and the environment with their respective ties to water.
Following this, we tested habits and behaviours that align with these concerns. Ironically, we found a stark
contrast between states of concern about the environment and peoples' awareness and poor behaviours
attributing to their growing concerns. We also tested how Australians’ make informed purchases when buying
water related household products, including the awareness and adoption of The Water Conservancy's Smart
Approved WaterMark (SAWM) scheme and the Water Efficiency Labelling and Standards (WELS) scheme.
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T H E   
B E T W E E N
P E R C E P T I O N
A N D
R E A L I T Y

The gap between perception and
reality refers to the disconnect that
can exist between how we perceive a
situation and what is actually
happening. This phenomenon can
occur for a variety of reasons
including lack of knowledge, peer
pressure, emotional influence and
cultural reasons. This has significant
implications on our water use.  
'Australia’s Relationship with Water',
conducted by The Water
Conservancy found many differences
between perception and reality:
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91% of respondents believe ‘water is
precious’. However, when asked,
‘water’ and ‘tap water’ are not
regarded as the same thing. Their
feelings about ‘tap water’ expose a
very different relationship and reality.
Concern for the environment is
shared across generations. Yet this
concern rarely extends to issues
specific to water, such as droughts,
water shortages or dam levels. As a
nation who believes water is
precious, there is a disconnect
between the impact they have on 

water in the environment and the
water they rely on every day. People
find it difficult to value tap water —
especially the younger generations.
For most Australians, tap water is a
daily necessity — with respondents
reaching for it as much as 16 times a
day, every day, with 69% of
respondents saying they’d ‘freak out’
if their taps stopped flowing. It
seems clear that the use of
household water is subconscious
and that awareness of the water-
saving capability of standard taps
and toilet devices is also unknown
with many appliances being
subconsciously used and chosen.
The last time most respondents
learned about the household water
cycle was in high school.
Consequently, we can see that water
literacy is low with only 64% knowing
where their household water comes
from and 45% saying they definitely
don’t think about where it comes
from.



K E Y
F I N D I N G S
At The Water Conservancy,
we believe education is the
catalyst for action. It’s
challenging to be water-
conscious without a clear
understanding of what that
actually means. Improving
Australia’s water literacy will
allow us to collectively
understand the impacts of
our own water usage habits.

This research aims to
highlight Australians’
disconnect between their
awareness of the importance
of environmental action
versus their water awareness
and consumption. In doing
so, this will:

1.
Highlight the gap
between
intentions and
behaviour. 

3.

Highlight the
disconnect between
perceptions and
reality. 

Drive behavioural
change by
empowering people
with knowledge. 
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K E Y  F I N D I N G S  -
T H E  3  G ' S

G E N E R A T I O N

G E N D E R

G E O G R A P H Y



G E N E R A T I O N  Z  ( 1 8 - 2 6 Y E A R S  O L D )

Gen Z are the
                 to rate
themselves as being
knowledgeable at

58%.

                        of Gen Z
are concerned
about

84%

Keeping things
nonchalant, Gen Z
are the

to be concerned
about

climate change.

least

least likely

healthy
waterways,
saving energy
and saving
water.

Gen Z are least likely
to have water saving
habits.

The generation
that love their
dryers. Shockingly,

                      do not
cite line drying
clothes where
possible instead.

41%

The most concerned
about climate
change are also the
least likely to avoid

with take-out.
plastic utensils

An overwhelming

are least likely to
strongly agree that
it is necessary to be
conscious of/ limit
water usage during a
drought.

55%

                are more
likely to rank price as
the topmost
influential factor
when buying
household products
that use water.

1/2
likely
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                        of
Millennials are most
likely to be
concerned about

87%

Only                           are
most likely to
encourage others to
adopt sustainable
habits yet are the
most likely of all
generations.

Millenials are most
likely to use the
                  (88%) and   
s                  (43%)
labels when
purchasing water
related products.

WELS

Millenials are the
                                   of
potential world water
shortages within the
next two decades
unless water use is
drastically reduced.

                        of
Millennials are the
most likely to be
concerned about 
climate change.

88%

89%

biodiversity.

                          of
Millennials are most
likely to be
concerned about

35%

reducing
carbon
/greenhouse
gas emissions.

SAWM

are most likely one
of the top three
influencers when
purchasing.

Appearance
and customer
reviews

Millenials are most
likely to cite
climate change and
         a                              
as reasons to limit
water use.

saving money

most aware
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G E N E R A T I O N  Y  ( 2 7 - 4 2 Y E A R S  O L D )



G E N E R A T I O N  X  ( 4 3 - 5 8 Y E A R S  O L D )

Gen X are among the
least likely, along
with Baby Boomers,
to care about

                       
incorrectly disagree
that the world faces
major water
shortages within the
next two decades
unless water usage is
drastically reduced.

Gen X are the

to rely on water
rating websites.

                        of Gen X,
equal to Gen Y, are
the most likely to be
concerned about 
saving energy.

93%

38%

reducing
carbon
/greenhouse
gas emissions.

Only                       
would share
information about
environmental
issues and
encourage others to
adopt sustainable
habits

Gen X are the
second highest
self-rated water
knowledge levels
at

least likely
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17%

80%.

(42%) andPrice

(22%) are the top
two influencers
when purchasing
household
products and
fittings that use
water.

energy
efficiency77%.

climate change

A smaller percentage
of Gen X are most
likely to be
concerned about

at



Boomers (88%) and
Gen Y (92%) are the
most likely to cite
they currently or
plan to limit their
water usage.

Boomers are most
likely to cite not
limiting water use
due to already
being on
tank/rainwater.

Boomers are
                                    
than Gen Z to have
regular  water habits
e.g checking for
leaks.

Boomers, along with
the Silent Gen are the
least concerned
about 
climate change.

saving energy.

Baby Boomers are
the most concerned
about

Boomers are the

to be  conscious of/
limit water usage
after a flood.

is the top
influential factor
when
purchasing
household
products or
fittings.

Energy
efficiency or
water
efficiency

2x more likely
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B A B Y  B O O M E R S  ( 5 9 - 7 7 Y E A R S  O L D )

least likely

Boomers are most
likely to cite they are
not, nor plan to,
commit to saving
water (12%).



95% are concerned about saving
water.

91% are most likely to be
concerned about biodiversity
(compared to Queensland's
79%).

Price and water efficiency are
the topmost influential factors
respectively when purchasing
household products that use
water.

90% currently or plan to limit
their water use.

G E O G R A P H Y  -  W E S T E R N  A U S T R A L I A
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80% have used the WELS
scheme and 34% have used the
SAWM scheme.

WA residents most common
water behaviour is to water the
garden during the early or later
parts of the day.

Western Australians are more
likely than Queenslanders to
rate themselves as being
knowledgeable.

Victorians and Western
Australians are more likely than
Queenslanders to be concerned
with climate change.



Northern Territory residents are
most likely to correctly strongly
disagree that climate change,
biodiversity, river pollution and
water conservation are
completely separate issues and
must be treated independently.

82% use a reusable water bottle
or cup.

15% do not know that tap water
is treated.

Price and energy efficiency are
the topmost influential factors
respectively when purchasing
household products that use
water.

Of the different parts of the
environment, 97% are most
concerned about healthy
waterways.

G E O G R A P H Y  -  N O R T H E R N  T E R R I T O R Y
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Residents are the most likely to
use the Water Rating website
(31%).

 NT also more likely than
residents of most other states
to rely on consumer
comparison websites (48%) or
visit retail stores (48%).



Queensland is the least
concerned about the overall
environment e.g climate
change, biodiversity, healthy
waterways, saving water/energy
and reducing emissions.

Qld are most likely to incorrectly
disagree that treating and
pumping tap water is one of the
largest uses of energy
contributing to climate
warming.

Price and energy efficiency are
the topmost influential factors
respectively when purchasing
household products that use
water.

G E O G R A P H Y  -  Q U E E N S L A N D
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34% incorrectly disagree or do
not know if the world faces
major water shortages in the
next two decades unless water
usage is drastically reduced.



NSW residents and
Queenslanders are more likely
than Western Australians to
incorrectly disagree that
treating and pumping tap water
is one of the largest uses of
energy contributing to climate
warming.

Saving energy is the topic NSW
are concerned most about.

NSW (34%) are most likely to
rank customer reviews as one of
the top three important
purchasing factors.

G E O G R A P H Y  -  N E W  S O U T H  W A L E S
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NSW residents are most likely
to opt for using their dryer
rather than air dry clothes.

NSW (21%) and Vic (22%)
residents are most likely to
incorrectly agree that it is not
necessary to be conscious of/
limit water usage after a flood.

NSW are the least likely to keep
showers to under 5mins with
only 38% adopting this
behaviour.



G E O G R A P H Y  -  V I C T O R I A

Page 17

Victoria are the most likely to
believe we have an unlimited
supply of drinking water on
earth.

Vic are the most likely to use
public transport (36%) and
choose cruelty-free cosmetics
(40%) to support the
environment.

Victoria and TAS/ACT are the
least concerned with saving
water.

Vic are the most likely to believe
it is not necessary, or don't
know, to be conscious of/limit
water usage after a flood (29%).

Vic are the most likely to have
used the WELS scheme.

Vic are the most likely to cite the
appearance of a product as an
influential factor when
purchasing water related
household products.



SA are more likely to opt for an
online shopping search when
finding information on water
related products.

G E O G R A P H Y  -  S O U T H  A U S T R A L I A
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Residents of NSW (21%), Vic
(22%) and WA (22%) are more
likely to believe stormwater and
sewage/wastewater all go into
the same pipes compared to
those living in SA (14%). 

SA residents (32%) are more
likely to say that energy
efficiency is the topmost
influential factor when it comes
to buying household products
that use water.

2% count the number of times
they use the tap, being the least
tap-conscious state.

 SA (51%) and NSW (51%) are the
most likely to incorrectly agree
that climate change,
biodiversity, river pollution and
water conservation are
completely separate issues and
must be treated independently.



34% disagree or don't know that
the world faces major water
shortages within the next two
decades unless water usage is
drastically reduced.

G E O G R A P H Y  -  T A S M A N I A / A C T
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They are most likely to be
concerned about climate
change, biodiversity and
reducing carbon/greenhouse
gas emissions.

Tasmania/ACT are least likely to
rate themselves as
knowledgable about water.

55% correctly disagree that
climate change, biodiversity,
river pollution and water
conservation are completely
separate issues and must be
treated independently.

2% believe we have an unlimited
supply of drinking water
compared to Vic (14%).

Tas/ACT are most likely to not
limit nor plan to limit their water
usage

Tas/ACT cite price and water
efficiency as the most influential
factors of purchasing household
products but are the least likely
to rate energy efficiency as
influential.



G E N D E R
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Men are more likely than women to rate themselves as being
knowledgeable (82% compared to 72%), including extremely
knowledgeable (24% compared to 15%).

Women are more likely than men to be concerned about climate
change, biodiversity and reducing carbon/greenhouse gas
emissions.

Men are more likely to incorrectly agree that climate change,
biodiversity, river pollution and water conservation are
completely separate issues and must be treated independently.

Men are more likely than women to incorrectly agree that (36%
compared to 21%), urban water does not have an impact on
greenhouse gas emissions in Australia, including strongly agree
(15% compared to 5%)

Men are twice as likely as women to incorrectly disagree that
(24% compared to 12%), the world faces major water shortages
within the next two decades unless water usage is drastically
reduced.

However...



G E N D E R
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Women are more likely than men to say they adopt water saving
habits, including always filling up the washing machine (56%
compared to 42%) or the dishwasher (48% compared to 36%)
before it goes on and avoiding washing up dishes under taps (44%
compared to 34%).

Men are more likely than women to incorrectly agree that (26%
compared to 12%), it is not necessary to be conscious of/ limit
water usage after a flood,including to strongly agree (11%
compared to 3%). On the other hand, women are more likely than
men to correctly disagree (80% compared to 69%), including to
strongly disagree (54% compared to 39%).

Men are more likely than women to believe we have an unlimited
supply of drinking water (14% compared to 9%).

Women (75%) are more likely than men (69%) to say limiting their
water usage is due to saving money given the rising cost of
living.

Men (36%) are more likely than women (29%) to rank brand of the
product as their top three influential factors, while women (74%)
are more likely than men (67%) to rank water efficiency in their
top three important factors.



K E Y  F I N D I N G S  -  I N T E N T

Less than half (48%) of Aussies
say they are limiting their water
usage due to climate change,
with seven in ten (72%) citing
money savings in light of the
rising cost of living.

Based on the current state of
the world, the large majority of
Australians claim they are
concerned about climate
change (77%), biodiversity
(85%), reducing carbon
emissions (80%) and saving
energy (92%).

Why do Aussies want to
save water?

Biodiversity & the Environment
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Actual Knowledge

More than three in
four 

Australians rate
themselves as
being
knowledgeable
about water usage,
including one in
five

who rate
themselves as
being extremely
knowledgeable.

K E Y  F I N D I N G S  -
K N O W L E D G E  A N D  L I T E R A C Y

About 
Australians don't
believe
that the world faces       
                     water
shortages within the
next
               
unless water usage
is drastically
reduced.

3 in 10

major

two decades
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A shocking
incorrectly believe or
are unsure that
climate change,
biodiversity, river
pollution and water
conservation are
completely separate
issues and must be
treated
independently.

59%

Only                        
would
share information
about
environmental
issues and
encourage others to
adopt sustainable
habits.

23%

(47%) believe it is
necessary to be
conscious of/ limit
water usage after a
flood.

Less than half

Self Rated Water
Knowledge

(77%)

(19%)



K E Y  F I N D I N G S  -  H A B I T S  A N D  B E H A V I O U R S

Checking for
leaks in taps,

pipes and
toilets 

54%

The good news is, nine in ten (89%) Australians are either presently limiting their water usage or have intentions to do
so in the future. The most common regular/consistent water habits include:

Always filling up
the washing

machine before
it goes on 

49%
Keeping

showers to less
than five
minutes

46%
Using a broom
(not a hose) to

clean paved
areas 

46%
Watering the

garden during
the early or late
parts of the day 

46%
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Despite this, there are still many habits that still need to be adopted as the least common regular/consistent water
habits include:

Count the
number of times
the tap is turned

on each day

Use only
rainwater in the

garden

Clean the car with
a bucket of water
instead of a hose

Invest in water
efficient

appliances

Install water
saving nozzles

on garden hoses

5% 22% 28% 32%27%



K E Y  F I N D I N G S  -  L A B E L S
SAWM WELS

WELS reported to be a strong brand with great
awareness and adoption stats along with solid
consumer trust.

Brand awareness can be improved to boost
adoption. Impressively, 85% of those that are
aware of SAWM, trust the label.

report using SAWM.3 in 10
are unaware of SAWM.50%
are more likely to report using it.Men
are more likely to report using it.Gen Y

are more likely to
report using it.

WA, NSW and Vic

Those knowledgeable about water usage
(35%) are almost                  more likely than
those who aren’t (9%) to have used it.

4x

report using WELS.4 in 5

are unaware of WELS.10%
are more likely to report using it.Gen Y

are more likely to
report using it.

Vic and WA

              of Australians
knowledgeable about
water usage state they
have used the WELS
scheme when purchasing
household products that
use water, being more
likely than those who
aren’t (72%). 

86%
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4

D I S C U S S I O N  &  R E C O M M E N D A T I O N S

Our research shows that the stark generational and state-based behavioural differences in perception and behaviours
are almost undoubtedly rooted in contextual factors — beginning to identify and unpack just what these factors are and
how we can mitigate their impact is a crucial step towards achieving more sustainable water usage habits. 

Generational and state-based differences can have a significant impact on water use patterns and conservation efforts.
These differences arise from a combination of factors, including cultural, economic, and environmental influences.

Page 26



4

D I S C U S S I O N  &  R E C O M M E N D A T I O N S

Different generations often have varying levels of awareness and concern about environmental
issues, including water conservation. Younger generations, such as Millennials and Gen Z, tend
to be more environmentally conscious and are often more proactive in adopting water-saving
practices.

Attitudes and Awareness

Younger generations are generally more tech-savvy and open to using smart water-saving
devices, like efficient faucets and toilets. They may also be more inclined to use mobile apps
or online platforms that provide information on water conservation.

Technical Adoption

Lifestyle differences, such as family size and housing preferences, can also affect water use.
Baby boomers may have larger households, while younger generations might choose smaller
living spaces, which can influence water consumption.

Lifestyle Choices

Educational programs and campaigns on water conservation can have varying levels of
effectiveness across generations. Tailoring messages to appeal to the values and interests of
specific age groups can be essential in promoting water-saving behaviours.

Education and Messaging
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D I S C U S S I O N  &  R E C O M M E N D A T I O N S

To effectively manage and conserve water resources, policymakers,
environmental organizations, and communities should consider these
generational and state-based differences. Tailoring conservation initiatives to
address the unique challenges and opportunities in specific regions and among
different age groups can help promote responsible water use and sustainability.
Public awareness campaigns, incentives for adopting water-efficient
technologies, and the development of resilient water infrastructure are all
essential components of comprehensive water management strategies.
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The aim of this study was to explore
Australia's attitudes and actions
surrounding tap water, but also to
explore water usage and
conservation as a whole. Our
research  has identified a range of
factors influencing decisions about
water usage, including (but not
limited to) demographic differences
such as generation or geographic
location, personal finances and
personal environmental reasoning.

Although this was a relatively small-
scale exploratory study, we maintain
confidence in the applicability of the
key findings because the
methodology and data collection
were carefully and intentional, and
the study sample was representative
of the target population.

CONC LU S I O N
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