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Abstract

Improving water efficiency is a growing challenge for the Common Agricultural Pol-
icy. In this article, we test whether social comparison nudges can promote water-saving
behavior among farmers. We report on a pilot Randomized Controlled Trial, in which
information on individual and group water consumption were sent every week to farm-
ers equipped with smart meters. We do not detect an effect of nudges on average water
consumption. We however find that the nudge decreases water consumption at the top
of the distribution while it increases consumption at the bottom. This study highlights
the potential of nudges as an agricultural policy tool.
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1 Introduction

Agricultural production is among the most water-intensive human activities in the Euro-

pean Union (EU).1 Water scarcity is already a key challenge in Southern Europe and it is

expected to become even more severe and widespread in the coming years because of cli-

mate change. From 1960 to 2010, renewable water resources per capita have decreased by

24 percent in Europe, particularly in southern Europe, and the key objectives of the Sev-

enth Environment Action Programme related to quantitative management of water for the

years 2002–2014 have not been achieved (EEA, 2017). Improving water use efficiency, in-

cluding the efficiency of irrigation in agriculture, has thus become one of the priorities of

the new Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) 2014-2020.2 The CAP, currently relies on the

complementary effects of three policy instruments: cross-compliance requirements (i.e.

the compulsory environmental obligations to be met by farmers to be eligible for EU pay-

ments), green direct payment, and investment subsidies for water-efficient technologies.

The last two instruments however represent a considerable expense and political tensions

between farmers and regulatory agencies make it difficult to apply regulatory or tax-based

approaches in some countries like France. In such context, agricultural researchers and

practitioners have considered a new approach that is increasingly being adopted in other

public policy contexts: embed insights from the behavioral sciences into program designs

to trigger pro-environmental behaviors among farmers (Ferraro, Messer, and Wu, 2017). In

this study, we test whether what the behavioral sciences call social comparison nudges –

reports comparing individual consumption to the consumption of similar neighbors – can

contribute to the promotion of water-saving behavior among French farmers.

There has been considerable interest recently in the ability of social comparison nudges

to trigger changes in pro-environmental behaviors (Schubert, 2017; Croson and Treich, 2014).

Social comparison nudges can be a cost-effective way to change behavior even if their ef-

fects are small because they can be applied to a large population at a small cost. Most of

the empirical evidence described in the scientific literature on green nudges has focused on

consumers’ behavior and has been able to demonstrate significant, albeit small, effects on

electricity and water consumption for example (Allcott, 2011; Ferraro, Miranda, and Price,

2011; Byerly et al., 2018). It is still unclear though whether social comparison nudges can

influence the behavior of economic agents in a professional or income-generating activity

such as farming (Messer, Ferraro, and William, 2015; Ferraro, Messer, and Wu, 2017). On

the one hand, there are good reasons to believe that the responses to nudges of economic

agents in a professional context might differ from responses of consumers. If the activity to

1The Agriculture, Forestry and Fishing sector represents 51.4 percent of total water use in the European
Union. These figures are provided by the website of the European Environment Agency 2017.

2Regulation (EU) No 1305/2013 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 17 December 2013 on
support for rural development by the European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development (EAFRD) and re-
pealing Council Regulation (EC) No 1698/2005.
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be nudged is important for the economic agent’s income, they may react intensely to new

information about others’ practices. This assumption is supported by recent studies which

highlights the influence of social norms in farmers’ pro-environmental decisions (Le Co-

ent, Préget, and Thoyer, 2018; Kuhfuss et al., 2016; Burton, 2004). On the other hand, it is

also likely that farmers have already reached a private optimum and are not likely to change

their behavior following a non-monetary incentive. It thus remains an empirical question

whether social comparison nudges can be efficient in changing strategic agricultural prac-

tices, such as the amount of water use for irrigation.

During the summer of 2017, we implemented a Randomized Control Trial (RCT) in part-

nership with a water distribution company in South-West France, the Compagnie d’Amena-

gement des Coteaux de Gascogne (CACG), to test the effectiveness of a social comparison

nudge to reduce farmers’ use of irrigation water. The use of smart meters and an automated

texting platform made it possible to send weekly text messages to farmers containing their

own water use and that of their neighbors at a very low cost. We ran two experiments: the

first one (Experiment 1) involved farmers equipped with smart meters, who received water

use reports on their individual consumption and that of their neighbors, while the other one

(Experiment 2) involved farmers with traditional meters, who thus received weekly reports

on their neighbours’ water consumption only. In both experiments, as a protection against

possible Hawthorne effects that have been found in similar studies (Schwartz et al., 2013),

farmers in the control group receive a weekly placebo text message containing an invitation

to optimize water usage, but devoid of any information on their own consumption and on

that of their neighbors.

Our analysis does not show any significant impact of the treatment on average total con-

sumption in both experiments. Our precision enables us to rule out large to medium effects

of the social comparison nudges on water consumption. These results nevertheless mask a

strong heterogeneity of effects in Experiment 1. The treatment seems to have decreased the

proportion of farmers who consume more than 80 percent of their quota, which suggests

that social comparison nudges can be effective at correcting the behavior of those who irri-

gate the most and who are also presumably more likely to waste water. The treatment also

seems to have decreased the proportion of those who do not consume water at all. This

suggests that the treatment also had a perverse effect since it triggered unexpected con-

sumption decisions among those who would have not consumed any water in the absence

of intervention – something often referred to as boomerang effect in the literature. We dis-

cuss this result in the paper. Although the results of this pilot are not scalable, we see at least

two important takeaways from them. First, they suggest that insights from behavioral sci-

ences can be used to trigger water-saving behavior — and maybe other pro-environmental

practices – among farmers, provided boomerang effects can be avoided. Second, they also

suggest that nudges could be mobilized on a larger scale to improve the design of the second

pillar of the CAP.
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The paper is structured as follows. Section 2 provides key results of the rapidly growing

literature on green nudges. Section 3 presents the context of the study. Section 4 describes

the experimental design and the data. Section 5 presents the results. We discuss these re-

sults In Section 6 and conclude with policy implications in Section 7.

2 Literature on social comparison nudges

A large amount of research in economics and psychology has been devoted to testing the

effect of social comparison nudges on pro-environmental behavior using experimental ap-

proaches. Social comparison nudges, based on a comparison between individual consump-

tion and the consumption of neighbors, have been shown to have an effect on the reduction

of households’ electricity and water consumption (Allcott, 2011; Ferraro and Price, 2013;

Nolan et al., 2008; Ayres, Raseman, and Shih, 2013; Costa and Kahn, 2013; Ferraro, Miranda,

and Price, 2011). Similar results have been obtained on curbside recycling (Schultz, 1999)

and guests’ towel reuse in hotels (Goldstein, Cialdini, and Griskevicius, 2008). There are

however contradictory results on whether social comparison nudges have long term ef-

fects with some authors finding that they do (Ferraro, Miranda, and Price, 2011; Allcott and

Rogers, 2014) and others that they do not (Dolan and Metcalfe, 2015). The effect of social

comparison nudges on the adoption of pro-environmental behavior relies on two different

psychological mechanisms. First, people may have misperception of what other people do

(what Cialdini, Reno, and Kallgren (1990) call descriptive norms). The nudge may correct

this misperception and provoke a change in behavior by fear of social sanction (Sunstein,

1996) or because it contains an information on what is likely to be an effective action to

undertake (Thøgersen, 2014). Second, the nudge might make the behavior of others more

salient at the moment of the decision and may influence the behavior through automatic

heuristics (Cialdini, Reno, and Kallgren, 1990).

Several studies have found evidence of a boomerang effect of social comparison nudges,

where informing households of the behavior of their peers inadvertently drives some of

them to increase the unwanted behavior (Cialdini, Kallgren, and Reno, 1991). Schultz et al.

(2007) find that providing information on average energy usage produced either desirable

energy savings or on the contrary an increase of energy consumption, depending on whether

households were already consuming at a low or high rate. This boomerang effect was how-

ever cancelled when the social information nudge was coupled with an injunctive norm

message in the form of an emoticon (smiling when consumption was below average), indi-

cating that consuming below average is socially desirable. In a similar way, Ayres, Raseman,

and Shih (2013), based on two RCTs run in partnership with utility companies providing

electricity and natural gas, find that treated households in the lowest deciles of pretreat-

ment energy users actually increase their energy usage. Schubert (2017) provides two ex-

planations for the boomerang effect. First, it may be that providing information about the
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descriptive norm provides agents in turn with a so-called "moral license" to keep engaging

in gray behavior (Cialdini et al., 2006). Second, this phenomenon may result from what so-

cial psychologists refer to as "normalization", the idea that individuals tend to move closer

to the norm they perceive as currently prevailing among their peers (Sherif, 1953). Some

studies suggest that heterogeneity in response to social comparison nudges may also come

from individual preferences.3

There is, to our knowledge, almost no experimental evidence on the impact of nudges on

actual farmers’ decisions outside of farmers’ intention to (re-)enroll in agri-environmental

programs (Kuhfuss et al., 2016; Chen et al., 2009; Wallander, Ferraro, and Higgins, 2017;

Messer, Ferraro, and William, 2015), with the exception of Chabé-Ferret et al. (2018) that

report on the effect of a social comparison nudge on the adoption of alternatives to pesti-

cide use.

3 Context of the experiment

Our social comparison nudge has been implemented in the Neste system located in the

South-West of France (Figure 1). The Neste system is a system of rivers artificially recharged

by upstream reservoirs located in the Pyrenées mountains through a 29 km long canal, the

Neste canal, constructed between 1848 and 1862 to overcome the recurring lack of water

in the rivers of Gascony. The Neste system covers an area of 800,000 ha and gathers the

catchment areas of 17 main rivers. The land is mainly dedicated to agriculture, with about

500,000 ha that are cultivated, of which 50,000 ha are irrigated.

The Neste system is managed by a single operator, the CACG. The public service mis-

sion of the CACG consists in contributing to the economic development of the Neste area,

through land use planning and management of water resources. One important task of the

CACG is to allocate water across consumptive uses (domestic consumption, considered as

an absolute requirement, and irrigation, which can be restricted in case of shortage) and

quality requirements (ecological flows). The relationship between the CACG and farmers

connected to the CACG water network is defined by a formal contract. This contract spec-

ifies a discharge rate and a quota associated to each unit of discharge rate subscribed by a

farmer. Irrigation metering is mandatory, and a volumetric pricing is implemented with a

penalty in case of non-compliance with the individual water quota. The recent evolution of

rainfall patterns and expected impacts of climate change increase the pressure on water re-

sources and increase the risk of defaults in the provision of water to farmers throughout the

cropping season. The CACG is therefore trying to identify ways to reduce water use among

3Costa and Kahn (2013) show that social comparison nudges are two to four times more effective with po-
litical liberals than with conservatives. Goldstein, Cialdini, and Griskevicius (2008) highlight that the influence
of social comparison nudges depend on the extent to which individuals identify themselves with the reference
group. Delmas and Lessem (2014) show that social information has an effect when it is made public only.
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farmers.

Since 2004, the CACG has started to replace its traditional water meters by smart meters

called CALYPSO. The CALYPSO device is an ultrasonic meter that sends data in real time to

a web-interface. The CACG has developed a SMS-based system allowing to send messages

to each farmer having subscribed a water quota. In our experiment, we combine the infor-

mation on water consumption provided by the smart meter CALYPSO with the SMS-based

communication system of the CACG.

4 Experimental Design and Data

We carried out two experiments in collaboration with the CACG from July to September

2017 in three watersheds of the Neste System: Arros, Les Baises and Boues. In both exper-

iments, we test whether a social comparison nudge delivered by weekly mobile text mes-

sages (11 in total) may have an effect on farmers’ water consumption. The protocol of these

experiments has been registered in the the American Economic Association’s registry for

randomized controlled trials (Le Coent, Chabé-Ferret, and Reynaud, 2017).

In both experiments, farmers in the treatment group received an invitation to optimize

their water usage supplemented by an estimate of the average water consumption of their

neighbors. The estimate of average water consumption was computed using smart meter

readings of the previous week. The smart meter readings are sent to a centralized database,

which enabled us to observe directly farmers’ decisions and to compute the weekly average

of water consumption at the watershed level. The water consumption database is integrated

with an automated SMS platform, which enabled us to craft our messages automatically and

to directly send them to the cell phones of customers.

Experiment 1 was run with a sample of 200 farmers equipped with CALYPSO smart me-

ters. 101 farmers were randomly assigned to the control group and 99 to the the treatment

group. The control group received the following normative message: "Hello Mr X. Water

conservation is important for your watershed. Please keep on optimizing your irrigation."

In addition to this normative message, treated farmers received information about their

own water consumption and the average of water consumption at the watershed level: "On

DD/MM, you have consumed XX percent of your water quota. (CONGRATULATIONS!) The

irrigating farmers of your watershed have used on average XX percent of their quota". Ex-

periment 2 was run with a sample of 261 farmers equipped with traditional water meters.

The treatment (131 farmers) and the control group received the same message as received

bu farmers in Experiment 1, except that they were not provided any feedback on their own

consumption (since such information is not provided by traditional meters).

Our design has six important features. First, sending messages to the control group en-

ables to prevent Hawthorne effects, i.e. behavioral changes only due to the awareness of

being observed. In most experiments on electricity consumption the control group did not
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receive any message leading to criticisms that the social information detected may only be

due to Hawthorne effects (Schwartz et al., 2013). Second, we measure water consumption

as a share of the water quota rather than using the volumetric consumption. Water con-

sumption expressed as a share of the quota can be used to compare water consumption for

farms of different sizes and producing different crops. Third, the social information on wa-

ter use is provided at the watershed level (and for the Arros river also at the province level).

We indeed consider that the reference value should be associated with a group that shares

a similar social identity (Goldstein, Cialdini, and Griskevicius, 2008) or a similar produc-

tion context. Fourth, we exclude the farmers with zero consumption when computing the

average consumption (in percentage of the quota) for each geographical group of farmers

equipped with CALYPSO smart meters. With this decision, we wanted to avoid confusing

farmers by mixing up intensive and extensive margin decisions. Fifth, farmers whose con-

sumption was below the average consumption received a "Congratulations" message which

aimed at neutralizing possible "boomerang" effect (Schultz et al., 2007). Sixth, we did not

send the "congratulations" message to farmers that had zero water consumption, consid-

ering that this may not be the result of a particular effort but rather characterized farmers

that had not used water rights due to their production system.

In both experiments, the treatment was allocated with random stratified sampling. In

Experiment 1, the strata were defined by: 1) collective or individual irrigation facility; 2)

river basin; 3) province; 4) size of the quota and 5) initial consumption at the beginning of

the experiment null or positive. In Experiment 2, the strata were defined by: 1) collective

or individual irrigation facility; 2) river basin; 3) size of the quota and 4) consumption as

a share of quota in 2016. In Experiment 1, we were informed just before the start of the

experiment, that some smart meters did not communicate properly results. In order to

control this problem, farmers with defective smart meters were included in specific strata.4

In what follows, we report the results only for the 152 farmers who had functioning smart

meters during the whole period. For this subset of farmers, we have 11 water consumption

observations (including the one collected before the experiment started). In Experiment 2,

data collection was more lengthy as CACG staff needed to physically go in the field to read

the water consumption on the meters. For this experiment we have only one observation:

cumulative water consumption as of February 12. We have the data collected from 239 out

of the 261 farmers initially part of the experiment. This is due to the closure of 22 contracts

during the season.

After randomization, the extent of balance between treatment and control groups was

tested regarding water quota, water consumption in 2016 (in volume), water consumption

in 2016 (as a share of quota), water consumption in 2017 before the start of the experiment

4These farmers received the same information as farmers of Experiment 2 for the beginning of the exper-
iment. Starting from 22 August 2017, 30 farmers had their smart meters fixed and started receiving the full
information.
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(as a share of quota). We moreover crossed the data set with the 2010 Agricultural Census

and were able to check the balance of additional variables, as shown in Table 1.

5 Results

We first look at the effect of our nudges on total water consumption in each experiment.

This analysis was pre-registered. We then look at the heterogeneity of effects in Experi-

ment 1. This part of the analysis was not pre-registered. We present these results never-

theless since they are extremely suggestive on the possible effects of a social comparison

nudge.

Impact on total and weekly water consumption

Figure 2, that shows the cumulative water consumption over time in Experiment 1, suggests

that the gap between the two groups widens over time, with a trend for consumption to be

higher in the control group than in the treated group after August 22nd. This difference is

however not large and we cannot reject the null hypothesis of no difference between groups

at the end of the period. The average consumption in the treated group reaches 26 percent

of the quota on September 12 (Col. 1) compared to 27 percent in the control group (Col. 2)

(Cf. Table 2). For Experiment 2, we find 25 percent of the quota in the treated group (Col. 4)

and 24 percent in the control group (Col. 5). Again, the null hypothesis of no impact cannot

be rejected.

We then look at the weekly water consumption to check whether the intervention had

an effect on particular dates of the experiment. Figure 3 reveals that the gap between the

two groups peaked on 22 and 29 August. Given our level of precision, we are however not

able to detect significant differences at these dates (statistics not provided).

Heterogeneous effects of the intervention

We then examine whether the absence of average impact conceals opposite heterogeneous

effects. Figure 4 shows the distribution of water consumption in both groups in Experi-

ment 1. Three main results emerge graphically. First, the number of farmers consuming

no water is higher in the control group. Second, the number of farmers whose consump-

tion exceeds 80 percent of the quota is smaller in the treatment group. Third (and conse-

quently), the number of farmers consuming some water but less than 80 percent of their

quota is larger in the treatment group. This suggests that the social comparison nudge has

prompted some farmers who would not have consumed water to start consuming and also

changed the behavior of large consumers, discouraging them from consuming more than

80 percent their quota.
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Statistical analysis broadly supports the impression generated by Figure 4. Table 2 shows

the results of OLS regressions of the treatment variable on a dummy variable that equals

one when a farmer does not consume any water during the season and zero otherwise. The

results show that the intervention significantly decreased the proportion of farmers who

did not consume water by 10 percentage points, from 39 to 29 percent on average.5 Fig-

ure 5 moreover shows that this effect appeared gradually during the experimental period.

Note that this estimate is statistically significant at the 10 percent level only - the 95 percent

confidence interval is 10.2±10.6 percentage points - and thus is only suggestive of possi-

ble effects.6 Table 2 also provides the results of OLS regressions of the treatment variable

on a dummy variable that equals one when a farmer consumed more than 80 percent of

the quota during the season and zero otherwise. The results indicate that the intervention

significantly decreased the proportion of farmers who consumed the most by 7 percentage

points, from 10 to 3 percent. Again, this estimate is statistically significant at the 10 percent

level only and the 95 percent confidence interval is 7.5±7.8 percentage points. Accordingly,

the proportion of those farmers who consumed more moderately, i.e. between zero and 80

percent, significantly increased by 17 percentage points – from 51 to 68 percentage points.

This result is more precise than the previous ones: 17.7±12.0 percentage points, suggest-

ing that the nudge yields to a bunching of water consumption around the mean in Experi-

ment 1.

We then ran the same regressions using data from Experiment 2. The results do not

reveal any of the effects detected in Experiment 1.

6 Discussion

Although the results of this pilot cannot yet be generalized, we see three takeaways from

them. First, our results suggest that professional farmers do not seem to react much more to

social comparison nudges than consumers do. Previous results indeed show that the effect

of social comparison nudges on electricity or water consumption by households are very

small, in the sense of Cohen’s d.7 We reject large and medium effects of the social compar-

ison nudge in both our experiments. For water consumption, the Cohen’s d corresponding

to the extreme of the 95 percent confidence interval of the impact of the nudge is -0.29 in

Experiment 1 and -0.13 in Experiment 2. Our results are nevertheless still compatible with

small effects, keeping open the possibility that farmers respond slightly more than house-

5We moreover ran robustness checks in order to take into account meter replacement during Experiment 1.
Same results hold. They are displayed in Table A.1.

6We express the precision of our results by reporting the size of the half 95 percent confidence interval
around them.

7A large effect is defined as a Cohen’s d of the order of 0.8. A medium effect is defined as a Cohen’s d of the
order of 0.5. A small effect is defined as a Cohen’s d above 0.2 and a very small effect as Cohen’s d of the order
of 0.01. Cohen’s d is computed by dividing the treatment effect by the standard deviation of outcomes in the
control group.
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holds to social comparison nudges. It remains to be checked whether farmers react in the

same way as consumers, with very small responses, or more, with small responses. Larger,

more precise experiments will be needed in order to answer this question.

Second, the results of Experiment 1 provide evidence of a boomerang effect of a social

comparison nudge in the context of professional economic agents. Two features of our ex-

periment might have combined to generate a boomerang effect at the extensive margin.

First, we did not add the "congratulations" message for farmers with zero consumption

since we were unsure how they would interpret the message. Second, we computed the av-

erage water consumption only for farmers that have consumed a strictly positive amount

of water, in order not to confuse farmers about intensive versus extensive margins of water

consumption. We tried to make this clear in the message by saying that the average con-

sumption is computed for farmers that irrigate. But if interpreted incorrectly as an uncon-

ditional average, and in combination with the absence of a "Congratulations" moderator,

this might have given the impression to farmers not consuming water that everybody else

was consuming water and that we were encouraging them to do so too.

The results from Experiment 2 might help to shed some light on the reasons for the

Boomerang effect. The results from Experiment 2 do not provide evidence in favor of a

boomerang effect. Because Experiment 2 only differs from Experiment 1 by not sending

information on their own consumption to farmers, and since farmers in both experiments

are very similar, we can see two possible explanations for this result. First, receiving an

information on their own consumption might have triggered a decision to start consuming

water for farmers that were previously not consuming any water, when comparing their own

consumption with that of their neighbors that consume a positive amount of water. This in-

terpretation is a bit contrived since farmers that do not consume any water are supposed to

know it already. Second, it might be that receiving information on their own consumption

does not make any difference between Experiment 1 and Experiment 2 for farmers con-

suming no water, but that we are only seeing the effect of sampling noise. This is a possi-

bility, since the confidence intervals in both experiments are overlapping. More research is

needed to estimate this potential boomerang effect with more precision and whether send-

ing a "Congratulations" message to the farmers with zero consumption would make the

potential boomerang effect disappear.

Our third takeway is that the nudge seems to have modified the behavior of farmers who

consume the most in Experiment 1, and not in Experiment 2. A tentative interpretation of

these results is that the farmers who consume the most are also those who tend to waste the

water resource and receiving information on their own consumption allowed them to be-

come aware of their excessive behavior. More precise research is needed to confirm whether

such effect exists.
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7 Conclusion

Although improving efficiency of water in agriculture has been a clear objective of the Eu-

ropean CAP for a long time, agricultural water use still remains a major contributor to water

scarcity in Europe, especially in the Mediterranean regions. This situation opens the door to

designing and implementing new tools for inducing changes in farmers’ behavior regarding

the conservation of water resources. Among them, nudges are more and more viewed as a

promising policy tool, able to complement those already used by European public author-

ities (EESC, 2017). This is particularly true for nudges aiming at achieving environmental

objectives (i.e. energy/ecological transition, reduction of resource waste, sustainable water

use, etc.) for which traditional public policy tools have proven to be ineffective and/or too

costly.

In this paper we have tested whether a social comparison nudge can contribute to pro-

mote water-saving behavior in agriculture. Disappointingly, our results do not reveal a sig-

nificant reduction of average water use. We detect hints of reduction in water consumption

among the largest water users, but at the same time our nudge significantly stimulated wa-

ter consumption from farmers that do not use water. These results suggest that nudges may

indeed influence farmers’ behavior and that particular attention should be paid to the de-

sign of nudges in order to obtain the expected policy results and to use it on a wider scale.

An obvious prerequisite for using this type of nudge is the metering of agricultural water

use. Water metering is already a policy tool included in the CAP. For instance, EU (2011) ex-

plicitly mentions smart metering in the portfolio of water efficiency measures to be included

in the road map to a resource efficient Europe. The social comparison nudge we have pro-

posed and assessed in our experimental setting should then be viewed as a complement to

water metering. Nudges could also be used in conjunction with other policy instruments

such as water pricing (incentive pricing, peak-pricing, time-of-use pricing, etc.), water per-

mits and environmental taxes. Some recent works indeed suggest that there are conditions

under which nudges and taxes should coexist (Farhi and Gabaix, 2017).

Acknowledgments

This work is a part of the C4EAU project (“Compteurs d’eau Communicants et Change-

ment de Comportement des irrigants pour une gestion durable des ressources en EAU”

R&S 2017 C4EAU DF-000008) funded by the region Occitanie within the program Recherche

et Société(e)s – 2017. More information on this project in available at https://c4eau.

wordpress.com/. This work has also received financial support from the French Na-

tional Research Agency (ANR) through the PENSEE (“Payments for ENvironmental Services:

an Evidence-based Evaluation”) and the AMEP (“Advancing Methods for Evaluating Envi-

ronmental/health Policy and wealth”) projects.

11

https://c4eau.wordpress.com/
https://c4eau.wordpress.com/


References

Allcott, H. 2011. “Social norms and energy conservation.” Journal of Public Economics
95:1082–1095.

Allcott, H., and T. Rogers. 2014. “The Short-Run and Long-Run Effects of Behavioral Inter-
ventions : Experimental Evidence from Energy Conservation.” American Economic Jour-
nal 104:3003–3037.

Ayres, I., S. Raseman, and A. Shih. 2013. “Evidence from Two Large Field Experiments that
Peer Comparison Feedback Can Reduce Residential Energy Usage.” The Journal of Law,
Economics, and Organization 29:992–1022.

Burton, R.J. 2004. “Seeing through the ’good farmer’s’ eyes: Towards developing an un-
derstanding of the social symbolic value of ’productivist’ behaviour.” Sociologia Ruralis
44:195–215.

Byerly, H., A. Balmford, P.J. Ferraro, C.H. Wagner, E. Palchak, S. Polasky, T.H. Ricketts, A.J.
Schwartz, and B. Fisher. 2018. “Nudging pro-environmental behavior: evidence and op-
portunities.” Frontiers in Ecology and the Environment, pp. , Forthcoming.

Chabé-Ferret, S., P.L. Coent, C. Lefebvre, R. Préget, J. Subervie, and S. Thoyer. 2018. “Can
Nudges Induce Changes in Farmers’ Choices of Agricultural Practices? Evidence from a
Randomized Controlled Trial with FrenchWinegrowers.” Working paper.

Chen, X., F. Lupi, G. He, and J. Liu. 2009. “Linking social norms to efficient conservation
investment in payments for ecosystem services.” Proceedings of the National Academy of
Sciences of the United States of America 106:11812–7.

Cialdini, R.B., L.J. Demaine, B.J. Sagarin, D.W. Barrett, K. Rhoads, and P.L. Winter. 2006.
“Managing social norms for persuasive impact.” Social Influence 1:3–15.

Cialdini, R.B., C.A. Kallgren, and R.R. Reno. 1991. “A Focus Theory of Normative Conduct: A
Theoretical Refinement and Reevaluation of the Role of Norms in Human Behavior.” In
M. P. Zanna, ed. Advances in Experimental Social Psychology. Academic Press, vol. 24, pp.
201 – 234.

Cialdini, R.B., R.R. Reno, and C.A. Kallgren. 1990. “A focus theory of normative conduct:
Recycling the concept of norms to reduce littering in public places.” Journal of Personality
and Social Psychology 58:1015–1026.

Costa, D.L., and M.E. Kahn. 2013. “Energy conservation "nudges" and environmentalist ide-
ology: Evidence from a randomized residential electricity field experiment.” Journal of the
European Economic Association 11:680–702.

Croson, R., and N. Treich. 2014. “Behavioral Environmental Economics: Promises and Chal-
lenges.” Environmental and Resource Economics 58:335–351.

Delmas, M., and N. Lessem. 2014. “Saving power to conserve your reputation? The effec-
tiveness of private versus public information.” Journal of Environmental Economics and
Management 67(3):353–370.

12



Dolan, P., and R. Metcalfe. 2015. “Neighbors, Knowledge, and Nuggets: Two Natural Field
Experiments on the Role of Incentives on Energy Conservation.” Becker Friedman Insti-
tute for Research in Economics Working Paper No. 2589269, pp. .

EEA. 2017. Indicator Assessment – Data and maps: Use of freshwater resources. European
Environment Agency, Copenhagen, Denmark.

EESC. 2017. “Opinion of the European Economic and Social Committee on ‘Towards apply-
ing Nudge Thinking to EU Policies’.” Official Journal of the European Union, pp. 28–32.

EU. 2011. Roadmap to a Resource Efficient Europe. European Commission, COM/2011/0571
final.

Farhi, E., and X. Gabaix. 2017. “Optimal Taxation with Behavioral Agents.” American Eco-
nomic Review, revise and resubmit.

Ferraro, P., K.D. Messer, and S. Wu. 2017. “Applying Behavioral Insights to Improve Water
Security.” Choices 32.

Ferraro, P.J., J.J. Miranda, and M.K. Price. 2011. “The Persistence of Treatment Effects with
Norm-Based Policy Instruments : Evidence from a Randomized Environmental Policy
Experiment.” The American Economic Review 101:318–322.

Ferraro, P.J., and M.K. Price. 2013. “Using Nonpecuniary Strategies to Influence Behavior:
Evidence from a Large-Scale Field Experiment.” The Review of Economics and Statistics
95:64–73.

Goldstein, N.J., R.B. Cialdini, and V. Griskevicius. 2008. “A Room with a Viewpoint: Using
Social Norms to Motivate Environmental Conservation in Hotels.” Journal of Consumer
Research 35:472–482.

Kuhfuss, L., R. Préget, S. Thoyer, N. Hanley, P.L. Coent, and M. Désolé. 2016. “Nudges, Social
Norms, and Permanence in Agri-environmental Schemes.” Land Economics 92:641–655.

Le Coent, P., S. Chabé-Ferret, and A. Reynaud. 2017. “Effect of social information on farmers’
irrigation decisions.” AEA RCT Registry.

Le Coent, P., R. Préget, and S. Thoyer. 2018. “Do farmers follow the herd ? The influence of
social norms in the participation to agri-environmental schemes.” Working paper, Work-
ing Paper.

Messer, K.D., P.D. Ferraro, and A. William. 2015. “Behavioral nudges in competitive environ-
ments: a field experiment examining defaults and social comparisons in a conservation
contract auction.” Bioecon Network, pp. .

Nolan, J.M., P.W. Schultz, R.B. Cialdini, N.J. Goldstein, and V. Griskevicius. 2008. “Normative
social influence is underdetected.” Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin 34:913–923.

Schubert, C. 2017. “Green nudges: Do they work? Are they ethical?” Ecological Economics
132:329–342.

Schultz, P.W. 1999. “Changing Behavior With Normative Feedback Interventions: A Field
Experiment on Curbside Recycling.” Basic and applied Social Psychology 21:25–36.

13



Schultz, P.W., J.M. Nolan, R.B. Cialdini, N.J. Goldstein, and V. Griskevicius. 2007. “The Con-
structive, Destructive, and Reconstructive Power of Social Norms.” Psychological Science
18:429.

Schwartz, D., B. Fischhoff, T. Krishnamurti, and F. Sowell. 2013. “The Hawthorne effect and
energy awareness.” Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences 110:15242–15246.

Sherif, M. 1953. A Study of Some Social Factors in Perception. Archives of psychology.

Sunstein, C.R. 1996. “Social Norms and Social Roles.” Columbia Law Review 96:903.

Thøgersen, J. 2014. “The Mediated Influences of Perceived Norms on Pro-environmental
Behavior.” Revue D Economie Politique 124:179–193.

Wallander, S., P. Ferraro, and N. Higgins. 2017. “Addressing participant inattention in federal
programs: A field experiment with the conservation reserve program.” American Journal
of Agricultural Economics 99:914–931.

14



Tables

Table 1: Main characteristics of farmers by group

Mean values
Sample used in Experiment 1 Nb. obs. Treated Control t-stat
Irrigated land (ha) 152 23.4 29.3 0.09
Water consumption in 2016 (m3) 152 23,529 35,124 0.95
Water consumption in 2016 (% of quota) 152 0.49 0.42 -0.68
Water consumption on July 5, 2017 (% of quota) 152 0.058 0.06 0.14
Farm size (ha) 145 92.54 90.36 -0.21
Maize-cultivated acreage (ha) 129 41.82 36.28 -0.89
Area under property (ha) 106 47.51 51.44 -0.55
Farmer’s age 144 52.2 52.8 -0.43
Sample used in Experiment 2
Irrigated land (ha) 239 34.2 27.1 -1.01
Water consumption in 2016 (m3) 239 71,533 59,590 -0.62
Water consumption in 2016 (% of quota) 239 0.49 0.48 -0.22
Farm size (ha) 168 88.7 88.74 0.00
Maize-cultivated acreage (ha) 141 40.81 38.31 -0.41
Area under property (ha) 103 47.64 39.84 -1.25
Farmer’s age 168 53 53.1 -0.02
Note: Data sources are CACG and the French Agricultural Census (2010)
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Figures

Figure 1: The Neste system in South-West of France

17



Figure 2: Cumulative water consumption over time by group

Figure 3: Weekly water consumption over time by group
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Figure 4: Distribution of water consumption by group (Experiment 1)

Figure 5: Number of farmers with no water consumption over time
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A Annex

A.1 Robustness checks

In order to take into account meter replacement during Experiment 1, we use different
strategies. In model (1) we exclude from the data-set farmers who had their meters changed
less than 2 weeks before the end of the experiment. In model (2), we exclude all farmers who
had their meters changed between 01/07/17 and 01/12/17. We indeed consider that meters
replaced after the end of experiment may have biased the results during the experiment.
We however consider that replacement that occurred after 01/12/17 are due to problems
that happened after the experiment and therefore did not affect our results. In model (3),
the most restrictive, we exclude all farmers with meters changed between 01/07/17 and
15/03/18.

Table A.1: Impact of nudges on probability to use no water in Experiment 1 with different
models taking into account meter replacement

(1) (2) (3)
Nudge -0.115** -0.091* -0.139**

(0.053) (0.053) (0.058)
Cons. 1*** 1*** 1***

(0.325) (0.330) (0.314)
F 12.10 14.33 11.95
N 148 137 123
Note: These OLS regression include strata
fixed effects.

20



CEE-M Working Papers1 - 2018 
 

 
WP 2018 - 01:  Ilaria Brunetti., Mabbel Tidball, & Denis Couvet 

« Relationship Between Biodiversity and Agricultural Production » 
 
WP 2018 - 02:  Phillippe Le Coent, Raphaële Préget & Sophie Thoyer 

« Do farmers follow the herd? The influence of social norms in the 
participation to agri-environmental schemes.» 

 
WP 2018 - 03:  Ludivine Roussey & Raphael Soubeyran 

« Overburdened judges » 
 
WP 2018 - 04:  Nicolas Quérou 

« Interacting collective action problems in the Commons » 
 
WP 2018 - 05:  Karine Constant & Marion Davin 

« Unequal vulnerability to climate change and the transmission of adverse  
effects through international trade » 

 
WP 2018 - 06:  Henrik Andersson & Emmanuelle Lavaine 

« Nitrates and property values: evidence  
from a french market intervention » 

 
WP 2018 - 07:  Mamadou Gueye, Nicolas Querou & Raphaël Soubeyran 

« Does equity induce inefficiency? An experiment on coordination » 
 
WP 2018 - 08:  Douadia Bougherara & Laurent Piet 

« On the role of probability weighting on WTP for crop insurance 
with and without yield skewness » 

 
WP 2018 - 09:  Douadia Bougherara, Carole Ropars-Collet & Jude Saint-Gilles 

« Impact of private labels and information campaigns on 
organic and fair trade food demand» 

 
WP 2018 - 10:  Sylvain Chabé-Ferret, Philippe Le Coent, Arnaud Reynaud, Julie Subervie 

& Daniel Lepercq 
« Can we nudge farmers Into saving water? Evidence from a randomized 
experiment » 

 
 
 

                                                           
1 CEE-M Working Papers 
Contact : laurent.garnier@inra.fr/ 04 99 61 31 21 

mailto:laurent.garnier@inra.fr

	Couverture11
	CACG (23)
	Introduction
	Literature on social comparison nudges
	Context of the experiment
	Experimental Design and Data
	Results
	Discussion
	Conclusion
	Annex
	Robustness checks


	DRBIBLIO_2016

