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management and reduce drinking water consumption. This study
aimed to develop a conceptual framework based on behavioral
insights to enhance and manage drinking water use. The research
employed a descriptive—exploratory approach with a qualitative
strategy, collecting data through semi-structured interviews with
experts and analysis of laws, upstream documents, and policy reports.
The participants included university faculty members and managers
from the water and wastewater and regional water organizations in
Mashhad, selected using purposive non-probability sampling until
theoretical saturation was achieved. Data collection instruments
included an interview protocol based on the nine dimensions of the
MINDSPACE behavioral insights model and a document analysis
framework, and the data were analyzed using thematic analysis
following the approach of Braun and Clarke. The findings indicated
that the various dimensions of the MINDSPACE model—including
messenger, incentives, norms, defaults, salience, priming, affect,
commitment, and self-identity—can shape drinking water consumers’
behavior through distinct behavioral mechanisms and logics.
Ultimately, the resulting conceptual framework clarified how
behavioral insights can be systematically and effectively applied in
managing drinking water use and provides a practical basis for
designing, implementing, and evaluating behavioral policies and

programs in water demand management.

Keywords: Behavioral insights, Conceptual framework, Drinking
water consumption, MINDSPACE model, Behavioral policy.

1. Introduction
Behavioral and cognitive sciences play a central role in public
policymaking, as small changes in information framing, decision

environments, and nudges can strongly influence individual behavior.
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Governments increasingly use behavioral insights to guide citizens
toward socially desirable outcomes.

Water scarcity is a critical challenge, especially in arid regions like
Iran, where climate change, declining renewable resources, and
unsustainable consumption patterns threaten water security. Cities
such as Mashhad experience severe water stress, and human behavior
is a major factor in exacerbating the crisis, highlighting the need for
behaviorally informed policies.

Behavioral tools like incentives, nudges, and defaults offer low-cost
ways to promote sustainable water use. This study uses the flexible
MINDSPACE framework to guide context-sensitive interventions and
improve water consumption behavior in Mashhad, supporting
culturally aligned conservation policies in Iran. Research Question(s)
How does each component of the MINDSPACE model affect citizens’

behavior regarding drinking water consumption?

2. Literature Review

2.1. Behavioral Foundations of Human Decision-Making

Human decisions are often driven by intuitive, automatic processes
rather than full rationality. People rely on heuristics like defaults,
habits, and social imitation, and small changes in framing or context
can strongly influence behavior, making these patterns crucial for
policy design.

2.2. Limitations of Traditional Policy Instruments in Resource
Management

Behavioral factors limit the effectiveness of traditional economic and
regulatory tools for water and energy consumption. For essentials like
drinking water, price increases or legal restrictions often have a short-

term impact and may provoke resistance. Sustainable demand
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management requires integrating behavioral and psychological

strategies with technical measures.

2.3. Behavioral Insights and Public Policy Interventions

Behavioral insights improve policy effectiveness by reflecting how
people actually make decisions. Tools like social norms, defaults, and
targeted messaging often outperform traditional instruments, and
experience from energy policy shows their applicability to drinking

water consumption.

2.4. The MINDSPACE Framework as an Integrated Behavioral
Model

The MINDSPACE framework provides a practical, structured
approach with nine components addressing cognitive, social, and
emotional drivers. By focusing on choice architecture and being
adaptable to cultural and institutional contexts, it suits complex areas

like drinking water management.

2.5. Empirical Evidence on Behavioral Interventions in Water
Consumption

Non-price behavioral interventions—such as feedback, social
comparison, and salience—can effectively reduce water use and are
more widely accepted than price-based measures. Effectiveness
depends on simplicity, personalization, and contextual relevance, with
evidence showing that social norms and comparative feedback can
produce lasting reductions.

2.6. Research Gap and Contribution
Most research focuses on isolated, short-term interventions, lacking
integrated policy frameworks. This study proposes a comprehensive

behavioral framework for drinking water management, combining
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individual, social, and institutional dimensions and adapting

behavioral insights to Iran’s water governance context.

3. Methodology

This study uses a descriptive—exploratory qualitative design with an
interpretivist and inductive approach to examine drinking water
consumption behavior. Data were collected through semi-structured
interviews and analysis of relevant Iranian laws, policy documents,
and reports. Participants were experienced academics, managers, and
experts from Mashhad’s water authorities, selected purposively, with
theoretical saturation achieved after 15 interviews. Thematic analysis,
following Braun and Clarke’s six-step method and supported by
MAXQDA, was used to identify open codes, organizing themes, and
overarching themes. Credibility and trustworthiness were ensured
through member checking and comprehensive documentation of

research procedures.

4. Results

To examine how MINDSPACE components affect drinking water
consumption, the study analyzed expert interviews and relevant
Iranian laws, upstream documents, and policy reports. A total of 415
codes were extracted from the interviews, with additional codes
identified from document analysis. These codes were aggregated into
overarching themes, integrating insights from both interviews and
legal/policy sources, offering a comprehensive understanding of

behavioral influences on water consumption.

S. Discussion
This study explored behavioral insights for enhancing drinking water
consumption using the MINDSPACE framework. Based on

interviews with 15 experts and analysis of relevant laws and policy



Fall 2025 | No. 9 | Vol. 3 | Studies in Public Service Administration | 6

documents, thematic analysis was conducted to assess how each
MINDSPACE component influences citizens’ water consumption
behavior. The findings provide a detailed understanding of these

influences.

6. Conclusion

Messenger

Behavioral influence depends on messenger credibility, message
design, reference groups, and delivery methods. Trusted messengers,
precise design, and engagement of social groups enhance authority

and intrinsic motivation, making behavior change more effective.

Incentives

The type, role, and diversity of incentives shape water consumption.
Immediate, practical, socially meaningful, and value-creating
incentives increase motivation, especially when combining

psychological, social, and economic rewards.

Norms

Social norms drive behavior through pressure, comparison, and
collective responsibility. Activating culturally relevant norms and
leveraging reference groups promotes sustainable water use.

Defaults

Setting water-efficient choices as defaults automatically guides
behavior. Integrating defaults with incentives, pricing, smart
infrastructure, and trust-building ensures consistent long-term

conservation.

Salience
Behavior is influenced by message visibility, clarity, emotional

impact, timing, and contextual relevance. Highlighting consequences,
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using relatable examples, and reinforcing messages visually and

contextually enhances engagement.

Priming
Environmental cues and subconscious triggers—Ilike colors, symbols,
and spatial design—can subtly nudge individuals toward water-saving

behaviors without direct instruction.

Affect / Emotion

Emotional appeals significantly shape behavior. Positive emotions
such as pride and social recognition motivate conservation, while
negative emotions must be applied cautiously. Combining emotion

with actionable guidance improves acceptance.

Commitment / Consistency
Public pledges, social contracts, and commitments strengthen
accountability and sustain long-term habits, especially when aligned

with cultural values and social expectations.

Ego

Linking water conservation to personal identity, pride, and moral
responsibility enhances intrinsic motivation. Highlighting role models
and affirming individual contributions reinforces self-efficacy and
commitment.

Influencing water behavior requires a multi-dimensional, culturally
sensitive approach. Integrating credible messaging, -effective
incentives, activated norms, well-designed defaults, salient cues,
priming, emotional appeals, commitment mechanisms, and ego
alignment ensures holistic interventions. Combining top-down
policies with bottom-up engagement fosters trust, participation, and
sustained change.

The MINDSPACE framework provides a systematic, comprehensive
approach for promoting sustainable water use. Effective behavioral
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change requires attention to psychological, social, and cultural factors
simultaneously. Integrated, multi-dimensional strategies leveraging
social influence, incentives, environmental design, and emotional and
cognitive engagement are essential to achieve measurable reductions

in water consumption.
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