
Energy Conservation: 
Involving the Campus 

Community

Lisa Pennisi,  Ph.D

School of Natural Resources



Motivating Energy 
Conservation Behavior



1. Creating Behavior Change

2. Creating Effective Messages

3. Creating a Culture of Change
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Social scientists studying 
persuasion, communication 

and behavior change. 
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What motivates behavior change? 



• People just need to know the 
facts

• People just need to be aware 
of the issues & consequences

• People just need to see the $$
• Attitudes lead to behavior

Myths
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• Information/Education Campaigns 
• Educate and inform people 

• Awareness Campaigns
• Relay the severity of a problem or 

issue
• Persuasion Campaigns

• Communication techniques
• Social Marketing Campaigns

• Understand barriers +



7http://www.mlgw.com/      http://mlgw.blogspot.com/2009_03_01_archive.html
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9http://www1.eere.energy.gov/consumer/tips/appliances.html

http://images.google.com/imgres?imgurl=http://protonchief.files.wordpress.com/2008/02/dollar-sign.jpg&imgrefurl=http://podcast.prx.org/genprx/?feed=rss2&h=731&w=520&sz=27&hl=en&start=14&sig2=f93m9933t_-1g8mRdNtuPw&um=1&usg=__py3iksCkbIC3V0JkTQ_mDkz-pIU=&tbnid=kNorINouJjpG7M:&tbnh=141&tbnw=100&ei=Amz6SLaTO5rUMZ3vzS4&prev=/images?q=dollar+signs&um=1&hl=en&rls=com.microsoft:en-us:IE-SearchBox&rlz=1I7GGLJ&sa=N
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http://www1.eere.energy.gov/consumer/tips/appliances.html



11



12

Does knowledge lead to 
behavior?

• Knowledge correlates with behavior
True

• Education increases knowledge
True

• Increasing knowledge leads to behavior 
change 
False

P.W. Schultz, (2011). California Water Board Academy and the Environmental Protection Agency (Region 9)



What motivates behavior?
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• Knowledge is not a motivator of behavior.

• Lack of knowledge can be a barrier.

• Educational interventions can be effective 
in these situations:

1. Already motivated, but have no knowledge
2. Have knowledge, but it is incorrect
3. Do not have the right kind of knowledge

• Procedural knowledge

P.W. Schultz, (2011). California Water Board Academy and the Environmental Protection Agency (Region 9)



Beware of Vampire Power!
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—Standby power is” phantom power.”
–Unplug all chargers and wall jacks while not in use. 
—Turn off appliances and electronic equipment 
using a surge-protector/power strip.

Mueller, L. (2012). Tips to taper home energy costs. Utah State University Extension. 



Electric Air Conditioning – 11%
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Run as warm as comfortable—
78°F and higher when away.

Use fans to circulate air.

Close drapes or blinds on 
sunny windows.

Mueller, L. (2012). Tips to taper home energy costs. Utah State University Extension. 

http://images.google.com/imgres?imgurl=http://www.hometips.com/catimages/0102_air_conditioner_category.jpg&imgrefurl=http://www.hometips.com/air_conditioning_cooling.html&h=533&w=533&sz=40&hl=en&start=136&sig2=EFlatdzFr4YPTPXTC3fVbw&um=1&usg=___9v4owWHyTfIeRl0KYGqrA13kR0=&tbnid=uEm5krArnu0uHM:&tbnh=132&tbnw=132&ei=zZH-SP2mFYuasAPbnOlW&prev=/images?q=landscaping+and+air+conditioners&start=120&ndsp=20&um=1&hl=en&rls=com.microsoft:en-us:IE-SearchBox&rlz=1I7GGLJ&sa=N


What motivates behavior?
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We tend to appeal to just 2 types 
of values
• Self-enhancing

• Power, wealth, success, ambition
• enhance self

• Self-transcendent
• Helpful, honest, forgiving , loyal
• enhance other

• There are more values !



Awareness Campaigns

Severity

Statistics
Concern Behavior

“Only 35% of  plastic water 

bottles are  recycled”

“Mass transit usage is down

48% this year”

“It’s important to recycle

my bottles or get reusable.”

“Too many people are driving

their cars to work”

“I will recycle my bottles”

“I’m going to take the bus”

Serious -
incidence rates

Alarm

P.W. Schultz, (2011). California Water Board Academy and the Environmental Protection Agency (Region 9)



• Awareness campaigns can produce the 
opposite of goal 

– they use norms describing undesired behavior

• boomerang effects 

– can cause the opposite effect as some conform 
with perceived social norms

18

Fishbein, M., Hall-Jamieson, K., Zimmer, E., von Haeften, I., & Nabi, R. (2002). Avoiding the 

boomerang: Testing the relative effectiveness of anti-drug public service announcements before a 

national campaign. American Journal of Public Health, 92, 238–245.
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Mueller, L. (2012). Tips to taper home energy costs. Utah State University Extension. 



(1) prevent harm to wildlife and their habitat   (behavioral 
belief).
(2) prevent water pollution (behavioral belief).
(3) set a good example for others (behavioral belief).
(4) I believe that other track walkers who can see me think 
that I should pick up rubbish from this track (normative 
belief). 

What motivates behavior?

20
P.W. Schultz, (2011). California Water Board Academy and the 

Environmental Protection Agency (Region 9)



P.W. Schultz, (2011). California Water Board Academy and the Environmental Protection Agency (Region 9)



What makes an effective message?
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Who is your audience?
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• Speak to your core – the converted

• Speak to the unconverted

• Strong message from a credible source –
back it up with facts

• Be personal – “You”

• Appeal to self-interest – relevant

• Appeal to identity –someone like you
• Create a vision
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Some Tips

• The more you know about your audience, 
the better the communication

– what they care about, preferred channels

• The more you use the receivers’ language 
and history, the better



Central Route to Persuasion

• Evaluation leads to favorable thoughts or 
counterarguments

• motivated and able to consider the content of a 
message

• More likely if the issue is personally relevant or it 
gives clarity

• Repetition and written messages help

• Leads to enduring change



Message Factors

• Argument strength

• Source credibility

• Source likeability



Advertising 
Effectiveness

Motivation and Ability to Scrutinize
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Peripheral Route to Persuasion

• motivation or ability to think is low

• persuasion results from non-issue relevant 
communication

• Must use “peripheral persuasion cues”

– Attractive message source

– Reward

• No thought required

• Repetition helps
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Attention Getting
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• Attention - distracted
• Surprise 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uorWEiUaKQo

• Mystery
• Vivid Message
• Paint a vivid picture
• Emotional 
• Tell a story
• Trigger imagination

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uorWEiUaKQo


Unplug or the Polar Bear Gets It!
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Loeb, L. & Siccardo, G. (2010). Emotionally Engaging Students to Change Behaviors and Conserve Resources: 
Unplug or the Polar Bear Gets it! The International Journal of Environmental, Cultural, Economic and Social 
Sustainability, Volume 6, Issue 2, pp.19-34.

http://ijs.cgpublisher.com/product/pub.41/prod.609
http://ijs.cgpublisher.com/product/pub.41/prod.635


Behavior Change Strategies
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• Likeable source
• Reciprocity
• Scarcity
• Be careful of incentives
• Commitment
• Prompts
• Modeling – social proof, norms
• Feedback



Importance of commitment and 
consistency

• Public commitment- bumper sticker, t-shirt, 
magnet

– Enhances involvement

– Enhances commitment

– Provides norms



Important considerations

• Retrieval  or encoding cues

• Norms
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Norms

Social norms—common,  accepted behaviors 
such as saying “God Bless you”

• Create conformity

• Cultural, formed through socializing

• Powerfully influence behavior

• Most impact in novel situations



Norms

– Descriptive – info about what most people do

– Injunctive – social approval and disapproval

• http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j7OHG7tHrNM

38

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j7OHG7tHrNM
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Using norms to create change

40
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Using Norms



http://www.litterbutt.com/Home/Stop-Roadway-Litter.aspx



http://www.nyc.gov/html/fund/html/projects/stompoutlitter.shtml
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Oil 

• http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7LlP4UNB
ANM&feature=relmfu

• New messages – Excluding improper 
descriptive norms “50% not collected”  
increased persuasion

45

Nolan, J.M., Schultz, P.W. , & Knowles, E.S. (2009). Using public service announcements to change 

behavior: No more money and oil down the drain. Journal of Applied Social  Psychology, 39, 5 1035-

1056.

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7LlP4UNBANM&feature=relmfu


46

Goldstein, N. J., Cialdini, R.., & Griskevicius, V. 2008 A room with a viewpoint: Using normative appeals 

to motivate environmental conservation in a hotel setting. Journal of Consumer Research



• (standard) HELP SAVE THE ENVIRONMENT. “You can show your respect for nature and help save 
the environment by reusing your towels during your stay.”

• (guest identity) “JOIN YOUR FELLOW GUESTS IN HELPING TO SAVE THE ENVIRONMENT. In a study 
conducted in Fall 2003, 75% of the guests participated in our new resource savings program by 
using their towels more than once. You can join your fellow guests in this program to help save 
the environment by reusing your towels during your stay.”

• (same room, descriptive norm) “JOIN YOUR FELLOW GUESTS IN HELPING TO SAVE THE 
ENVIRONMENT. In a study conducted in Fall 2003, 75% of the guests who stayed in this room 
(#xxx) participated in our new resource savings program by using their towels more than once. 
You can join your fellow guests in this program to help save the environment by reusing your 
towels during your stay.”

• (citizen identity) “JOIN YOUR FELLOW CITIZENS IN HELPING TO SAVE THE ENVIRONMENT. In a 
study conducted in Fall 2003, 75% of the guests participated in our new resource savings program 
by using their towels more than once. You can join your fellow citizens in this program to help 
save the environment by reusing your towels during your stay.”

• (gender identity) “JOIN THE MEN AND WOMEN WHO ARE HELPING TO SAVE THE ENVIRONMENT. 
In a study conducted in Fall 2003, 76% of the women and 74% of the men participated in our new 
resource savings program by using their towels more than once. You can join the other men and 
women in this program to help save the environment by reusing your towels during your stay.”



Goldstein, N. J., Cialdini, R.., & Griskevicius, V. 2008 A room with a viewpoint: Using normative appeals 

to motivate environmental conservation in a hotel setting. Journal of Consumer Research
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Other Techniques/Tips:

http://images.google.com/imgres?imgurl=http://www.goldensurplus.com/surplus.pin.jpg&imgrefurl=http://www.goldensurplus.com/&h=750&w=1050&sz=159&hl=en&start=10&sig2=ScL8R46QEJxhA01j46-ZdQ&um=1&usg=__tNbJVKmkTCZMF4E6-VFG69K10Os=&tbnid=f7iKF7usVrMZsM:&tbnh=107&tbnw=150&ei=Jaf-SIrtOpTysAOQgZle&prev=/images?q=computer+equipment&um=1&hl=en&rls=com.microsoft:en-us:IE-SearchBox&rlz=1I7GGLJ&sa=N


Disrupt –then- Reframe

• Used when there is resistance to change

• Confusion increases social influence

• Would you like to buy a notecard? They’re just 
200 pennies. That’s just $3. That’s a bargain.”

• “Typically, there will be a collection center in 
less than 47,520 inches from your home, 
that’s ¾ of a mile. It’s convenient!!”

50

Nolan, J.M., Schultz, P.W. , & Knowles, E.S. (2009). Using public service announcements to change behavior: No more money 

and oil down the drain. Journal of Applied Social  Psychology, 39, 5 1035-1056.



Efficacy



• Aluminum dumped into our landfills today will 
remain there for over 200 years.

• Recycling a single aluminum can saves enough 
energy to power your television for three 
hours or to run a 100-watt light bulb for 
almost four hours.  Imagine how much energy 
you alone could save if you recycled every 
aluminum can you used in a year! 

Compare these statements
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Creating a Culture of Change

• Individual Role Models

• Leadership

• Culture

– Empowerment

– Collective identity

54

Schelly, C. Cross, J., Franzen, W., Hall, P., Reeve, S. (2011). Reducing energy consumption and creating a 

conservation culture in organizations: A case study of one school district. Environment & behavior, 43, 3, 316-343.
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Tip:
Do not make solely 
about automation

http://images.google.com/imgres?imgurl=http://www.goldensurplus.com/surplus.pin.jpg&imgrefurl=http://www.goldensurplus.com/&h=750&w=1050&sz=159&hl=en&start=10&sig2=ScL8R46QEJxhA01j46-ZdQ&um=1&usg=__tNbJVKmkTCZMF4E6-VFG69K10Os=&tbnid=f7iKF7usVrMZsM:&tbnh=107&tbnw=150&ei=Jaf-SIrtOpTysAOQgZle&prev=/images?q=computer+equipment&um=1&hl=en&rls=com.microsoft:en-us:IE-SearchBox&rlz=1I7GGLJ&sa=N
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Schelly, C. Cross, J., Franzen, W., Hall, P., Reeve, S. (2011). Reducing energy consumption and creating a conservation 

culture in organizations: A case study of one school district. Environment & behavior, 43, 3, 316-343.
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• Charismatic Leaders
• Can be students, faculty, staff

• Branding
• Excitement
• Competition



lpennisi2@unl.edu
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Enjoy creating change!


