
WATER VALUES MESSAGING GUIDE 

TALKING TO UTAHNS ABOUT WATER



HOW SHOULD WE TALK ABOUT WATER?

The tips and principles in this messaging guide will help you talk 
to Utahns about water in ways that are most likely to resonate 
with them and encourage action. This guide is based on findings 
from a values study conducted in 2024. The values study gives us 
insight into both what Utahns care about and why they care about 
those things. That knowledge can be a powerful tool to help us 
communicate with Utahns effectively.
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https://drive.google.com/file/d/1BON6C0W5gYSZDPstK1WofbmeTOTPmY4o/view?usp=sharing
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WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW No .  1

Utahns understand water ’s  s igni f icance to 
qual i ty of l i fe  in  Utah.
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Utahns believe that water matters. When asked to think about the future, 
they  consistently rank water as one of the top issues in Utah today .  Three 
out of four Utahns express some level of concern about water.
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Only about half of Utahns think we have sufficient water to meet demand 
today, and a majority don’t think we have sufficient water supply for the 
future. 
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Utahns care about water for a variety of reasons including its essential function in daily living, the 
importance of water for food production, supporting communities, preserving the Great Salt Lake, 
and more. Having enough water for living, protecting nature, and having food security ultimately 
contribute to a sense of well-being, security, and hope for the future.

In other words, Utahns understand the importance of water. They get that it is essential to everything 
that makes a great quality of life in Utah. 

Well-being/balance/wholeness Hope for the future

Quality of Life

Personal safety and security

Clean drinking water

Cities, towns, & communities Low cost

Plentiful and readily available Agriculture

Scenic Beauty & Outdoor Recreation
Community & Family Economic Opportunity

The environment Great Salt Lake



6

WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW No .  2

There are  st i l l  a  lot  of th ings  Utahns don’t 
know about  water.



Nearly all Utahns believe they are at or below average in terms of their 
water use. While this could be mathematically possible, it is most likely 
not accurate that 9 out of 10 Utahns are at or below average water use.
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Utahns recognize that agriculture and food production take the most 
water in Utah, but they underestimate the share of water that goes towards 
agriculture and food production.

Utahns also incorrectly assume that more water is used indoors than 
outdoors in residential areas.
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But, even though Utahns see outdoor recreational and outdoor residential 
use as the two lowest consumers of water, Utahns say these two areas use 
too much water. 

Agriculture and indoor residential water use is seen as  more reasonable or 
valuable.
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Most Utahns haven’t heard about other water conservation campaigns 
outside of “Slow the Flow.”  But Utahns say they would support other 
campaigns and more information about water conservation initiatives.
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It  was affordable for my household.

I  could get incentive money beforehand to help cover the costs .

I  knew my landscape would st i l l  appear attract ive and provide for 
the recreat ion and l i festyle needs of my family.

I  knew my landscape would require less maintenance.

I  could get a rebate to help cover the costs after making the changes.

I  knew the water being saved in my yard were going to help the natural 
environment (e .g . ,  i t  wi l l  end up in the Great Salt  Lake or another r iver/lake) .

I  knew the water being saved in my yard were support ing generat ional  growth 
(providing enough water for my chi ldren and grandchi ldren) .

My city/water distr ict  would help with some of the most diff icult/
labor intensive parts .

Other households in my neighborhood were making s imi lar changes 
to landscaping.

I ’m not interested in making water wise changes in my yard.

I would be more likely to make changes to my landscaping if...
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There is still a lot about waterwise landscaping that Utahns don’t understand. Some 
of these concerns could be mitigated by more education, e.g. how to make waterwise 
landscaping more affordable.



12

WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW No .  3

Most  Utahns feel  they can make a  d i f ference 
and see a  ro le  for themselves ,  but  that ’s  not 
the case for everyone.  And there  are  st i l l 
some barr iers .
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A slight majority of Utahns believe they can make a difference in the 
water situation, but nearly half don’t believe their efforts will  make a big 
difference or a difference at all.

Our research also shows that peoples’ motivation to make changes can be affected by simply having 
conversations about water.
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Most Utahns believe that  the government  should take the lead on 
local water conservation. They also see a large role for themselves  in 
conservation efforts.
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When it comes to water conservation, who do you believe has the most responsibility to help solve water 
shortage issues that Utah may face? 
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When it comes to messaging, here are our 
recommended strategies:

1. Connect messages to Utahns’ existing values.
2. Educate people about the specifics.
3. Use wording and phrases that resonate most with Utahns.
4. Use illustrations or images to help convey landscaping alternatives
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Well-being/balance/wholeness Hope for the future

Quality of Life

Personal safety and security

Clean drinking water

Cities, towns, & communities Low cost

Plentiful and readily available Agriculture

Scenic Beauty & Outdoor Recreation
Community & Family Economic Opportunity

The environment Great Salt Lake

Utahns understand the connection between water and quality of life. 
Framing issues in terms of quality of life activates those connections. Not 
only are those connections more motivating, but they also cast a wider net.
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Smart water use is essential to everything that makes Utah 
a great place to live. Our communities, our economy, and 
the beautiful outdoors all rely on us being good stewards of 
our water.

WHY THIS MESSAGE WORKS

 • Connects smart water use to more important and 
universal priorities related to quality of life in 
Utah. 

 • Appeals to a sense of stewardship.

 • Plays on the term “water-smart,” which tested well.

When you save water, you save money. But more 
importantly, you help make sure that Utah remains a great 
place to live for future generations. 

WHY THIS MESSAGE WORKS

 • Ties pragmatic concerns (cost savings) to higher-
level values like taking care of future generations.

 • Evokes a sense of hope for the future.

 • Appeals to cost savings, which tests well among 
Utahns.

The following messages illustrate how to use the values framework effectively.
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WHY THIS MESSAGE WORKS

 • Connects specific environmental concerns 
to everyday priorities like the economy and 
communities.

 • Offers a sense of hope for the future.

Conserving water helps us take care of the Great Salt 
Lake [Colorado River / Lake Powell].  When we take care 
of the natural world, our communities and our economy 
also thrive, and we’re able to continue to do the things 
we love.

WHY THIS MESSAGE WORKS

 • Connects individual water use to greater priorities 
like agriculture/food production. Then connects 
those to even greater quality of live priorities.

 • Suggests a sense of personal responsibility.

When individual households manage water wisely 
— especially outdoor water — it supports the local 
agriculture and food production that help communities 
and the economy thrive.
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Educating Utahns helps transform their motivation into action .  Targeting 
some of these misperceptions or concerns will be a crucial part of 
creating effective messaging around water.

. . . i t  was affordable for my household

. . . I  could get incentive money beforehand to help cover the costs

. . .my landscape would st i l l  appear attract ive and provide for the recreation and l i festyle needs of my family

. . .my landscape would require less maintenance

. . . the water being saved in my yard were going to help the natural  environment (e .g . ,  i t  wi l l  end up in the Great 
Salt  Lake or another r iver/lake)

. . . the water being saved in my yard were support ing generational  growth (providing enough water for my 
chi ldren and grandchi ldren)

If I knew... I would be more likely to make changes to my landscape
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WHY THIS MESSAGE WORKS

 • Addresses affordability concerns. Gives the power 
back to Utahns in their own home.

Water-smart landscaping helps all of us. Cash rebates 
and other tools are available so you can make waterwise 
changes for your homes and your state.

WHY THIS MESSAGE WORKS

 • Tells Utahns a waterwise yard won’t sacrifice the 
things they love and value about their current 
yards, and supports generational growth.

Having a waterwise yard stil l  allows you to do all of the 
things you love with your family, while preserving water 
for generations to come.

WHY THIS MESSAGE WORKS

 • Shows Utahns the direct impact making some of 
these changes will have for themselves and the 
environment.

Changing to your yard to water-smart landscaping can 
reduce water use by two-thirds.

The following messages illustrate how to use Utahns’ questions and concerns to create effective messages.
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WORDING RECOMMENDATIONS:  WATER

POSITIVE RESPONSE POLARIZING RESPONSENEGATIVE RESPONSE

A f f o r d a b l e  w a t e r

Re c y c l e / r e u s e  w a t e r

Wa t e r  f o r  f u t u r e  g e n e ra t i o n s

Wa t e r  s u s t a i n a b i l i t y

Wa t e r  s u p p l y

Wa t e r  r e s t r i c t i o n s

Wa t e r  m a n d a t e s

Wa t e r  w a s t e

Wa t e r  s h o r t a g e

WORDING RECOMMENDATIONS:  GRASS

POSITIVE RESPONSE POLARIZING RESPONSENEGATIVE RESPONSE

Re c r e a t i o n a l  g ra s s D e c o ra t i v e  g ra s s

O r n a m e n t a l  g ra s s

N o n - e s s e n t i a l  g ra s s

N o n - f u n c t i o n a l  g ra s s

U s e l e s s  g ra s s

Both positive and negative response words can be used in messaging depending on the desired 
reaction. Response sentiment simply informs us how each wording will be received, not what should or 
should not be used. Polarizing here means the response to these wordings is more unpredictable.
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WORDING RECOMMENDATIONS:  LANDSCAPING

STRONG POSITIVE RESPONSE MODERATE POSITIVE RESPONSE

Wa t e r - s m a r t

Wa t e r - e f f i c i e n t

Wa t e r w i s e

N a t i v e

Lo c a l s c a p i n g

D e s e r t  l a n d s c a p i n g

Xe r i s c a p i n g

WORDING RECOMMENDATIONS:  UTAH WATER CAMPAIGNS

STRONG POSITIVE RESPONSE MODERATE POSITIVE RESPONSE

S l o w  t h e  F l o w,  S a v e  H 2 O

Re b a t e s

U t a h  Wa t e r  S a v e r s

F l i p  y o u r  S t r i p
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In addition to using intentional wording and targeting Utahns’ existing 
values, images are extremely helpful in communicating how some of 
these landscaping changes actually look  when put into practice. 

Utahns were more open to certain waterwise landscaping when shown an 
image  vs. just text communicating the same idea.

24% 19% 37% 20%
Percentages based on “most preferred” ranking for each image.

Illustrations (like what is shown above) help convey conceptual ideas, while photographs 
are helpful to teach how things can be realistically implemented. Photographs, however, can 
sometimes cause the viewer to get held up on specific details. 
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See the fu l l  va lues  study here .

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1BON6C0W5gYSZDPstK1WofbmeTOTPmY4o/view?usp=sharing

