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BACKGROUND 

Safe sanitation is not only classified as a basic human right, but it also strives to mitigate the effect 

of poor sanitation practices on the environment (Beyene, Hailu, Faris, & Kloos, 2015; WHO, 

2018). According to the latest estimates from the WHO/United Nations Children’s Fund 

(UNICEF) Joint Monitoring Programme for Water Supply and Sanitation (JMP), around 32% of 

the world’s population – 2.4 billion people – still lack improved sanitation facilities, and 663 

million people still use unsafe water sources (WHO/UNICEF Joint Water Supply and Sanitation 

Monitoring Programme, 2014). This information is disturbing given the normality of flushing 

toilets within developed countries, but it also hints at the enormity of the issue given the number 

of individuals engaging in harmful sanitation practices. 

Our perception is that poor sanitation practices incorporate most current sanitation practices, 

including water-flushing toilets, open defecation and centralised sewage systems. The combined 

effect of these practices is the wasting of water (a valuable finite resource), the contamination of 

freshwater sources and soil, the degradation of wildlife ecosystems and, as outlined above, human 

health implications (Irish Aid, 2007; WHO, 2018). The use of clean water for the flushing of toilets 

is the largest form of water waste in domestic consumption and it is estimated that human beings 

flush away approximately 70 litres of freshwater per person per day through toilet use (Branstrator, 

2014; Zaied, 2018). This leads one to question how water-flushing sanitation practices are still 

considered viable in terms of resource responsibility, energy use, and sustainable infrastructure. 

For the first time in history, human use and the pollution of freshwater has reached a level where 

water scarcity will potentially limit food production, ecosystem functionality, and the urban supply 

of drinking water in the decades to come (Jury & Vaux Jr., 2007).  However, for those not 

interested in the detrimental effect on the environment, it is also highlighted that the conventional 

method of moving human excreta with water from toilet-systems to waste treatment plants is 

costly. With water demand increasing at twice the rate of population growth, technologies to 

promote the sustainable use of water are crucial for the longevity of the resource. True to this, the 

United Nations has set a list of Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) to reach by 2030, with 

clean water and sanitation being included as SDG six (Branstrator, 2014; UN, 2019). 
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With the SDGs in mind, an international group of planners, architects, engineers, ecologists, 

biologists, agronomists and social scientists came up with an approach to sanitation that not only 

saves water and does not pollute the environment, but also returns the nutrients in human excreta 

to the soil: ecological sanitation (Langergraber & Muellegger, 2005). It is a sustainable, closed-

loop system that reduces the gap between sanitation and agriculture, and does not allow for the 

wasting of clean water (i.e. a dry system). Human excreta are treated as a resource and the nutrients 

contained within it are able to be recycled back into agriculture (Langergraber & Muellegger, 

2005). This is how dry, composting systems first appeared as a viable solution. 

Composting toilets (CTs) are designed for the benefit of both human and environmental wellbeing. 

They contain and eliminate pathogenic material in human excreta so that individuals are not 

exposed to harmful diseases, and they allow for the elimination of waste as the excreta are turned 

into a renewable resource (Del Porto & Steinfeld, 1999). The decomposition of waste is dependent 

on the system remaining aerobic and well ventilated, as well as the suitable application of a carbon 

source to assist the decomposition process (see Appendix A). In other words, you add wood 

shavings, sawdust, leaves or dried grass to a ventilated system and let the excreta do the rest (Del 

Porto & Steinfeld, 1999). Similar to this, researchers have also found a way to convert human 

waste into a renewable energy source. The system utilizes a natural, biological process to break 

down human waste into a dehydrated, odourless, compost-like material. A microbial energy 

production system is then used to convert the compost-like material into biodiesel or heat energy 

(Ulsan National Institute of Science and Technology, 2016). HomeBioGas is a start-up using a 

similar system to convert human waste into cooking fuel (Kart, 2018).  

CTs, in their various shapes and forms, are a simple technology that can instantly reduce water 

waste, as well as allow for the further use of excreta as a renewable resource. Whilst improvements 

in sustainable sanitation solutions and in composting technologies have been made, little to no 

action to implement these toilets has been undertaken in the public or household domains 

(Andersson, Dickin, & Rosemarin, 2016). Regardless of the fact that CTs are a solution to some 

of the negative environmental externalities of current sanitation practices, barriers have given rise 

to resistance by consumers in adopting such practices. In this essay, we are going to identify some 

of the behavioural and psychological barriers giving rise to the rejection of adopting CTs and, in 

addition, we will propose possible solutions to tackle this problem. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Literature suggests that CTs are an effective means to decreasing the negative externalities 

associated with current sanitation practices (Langergraber & Muellegger, 2005). Not only do they 

mitigate the use of sewage systems – which are prone to leaking and infiltrating clean water and 

soil sources – but they significantly reduce domestic water consumption, the degradation of 

wildlife and health risks associated with human contact with excreta (Irish Aid, 2007). Added 

benefits include the fact that the excreta can be used as a resource (i.e. compost) in agriculture, as 

well as a renewable energy source (i.e. biogas) (see Background for further information).  

However remarkable CTs appear on paper, it is apparent that consumers and policy makers are yet 

to accept them as a viable option for a number of reasons (Andersson et al., 2016; Branstrator, 

2014; Cheng et al., 2018; Esrey, Andersson, Hillers, & Sawyer, 2001). From a policy perspective: 

there are regulations in place pertaining to plumbing that currently do not allow for CTs in 

buildings within the United States of America (USA); preference and subsidies are given to the 

more ‘hygienic’ water-flushing systems; attitudes towards the financing of CTs are skewed in 

comparison to more mainstream systems (they are perceived to be more costly); and present bias 

gives rise to CTs only being viewed as an alternative sanitation system in times of urgency or 

disaster (Branstrator, 2014; O’Donoghue & Rabin, 1999; Wang & Sloan, 2018). Consumers are 

also failing to adopt CTs for their own reasons: religious and cultural norms give rise to dry toilets 

being viewed as unclean (Ahmed & Ahmed, 2017); immediate responses tend to be those of 

disgust; and social representations exist more globally regarding sanitation practices i.e. what 

‘normal’ sanitation looks like (Ahmed & Ahmed, 2017; Wang & Sloan, 2018). 

The negative associations outlined above only touch the surface of the resistance to CTs. There is 

a vast body of literature outlining what they are, how they are operated and maintained, and the 

conditions for optimal use (Balzer, 2012; Cheng et al., 2018; Jenkins, 2005). Even with the 

availability of literature, individuals are not actively engaging with it and making the necessary 

behaviour changes. Literature broadly addresses resistance to CTs, and it has been established that 

psychological barriers comprise a large portion of the existing resistance to sanitation behaviour 

changes (Branstrator, 2014). 
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This essay aims to address what can be done to counter the resistance to CTs. We have chosen to 

focus on behaviour and attitudinal changes towards CTs given that water-flushing sanitation 

systems comprise the largest proportion of domestic water consumption and the positive 

externalities associated with such systems (see Background). We acknowledge that the treatment 

of sewage with chemicals, the use of toilet/tissue paper and various other non-sustainable 

components of sanitation could have been addressed. Our target audience is the national 

government of a developed country (i.e. the UK) and our solutions will revolve around policy-

level interventions. This essay will address the following: in section 1, an introduction to CTs; 

section 2 focuses on understanding resistance to CTs; section 3, possible solutions; and section 4, 

a discussion looking at limitations and our conclusion of the topic. 

2. UNDERSTANDING RESISTANCE TO COMPOSTING TOILETS 

2.1. LACK OF KNOWLEDGE AND INERTIA 

After 150 years of “throwing water on [human excreta] and chucking it down the pipes”, 

implementing a different system of sanitation is a challenge. We tend to think that water-flushing 

systems are the only appropriate practice in developed nations and that few other solutions exist 

because of little to no exposure to alternative strategies (Saillet, 2014). This lack of awareness and 

knowledge of CTs is an important barrier in the acceptance of CTs, in spite of its benefits. CTs 

have been overlooked by researchers, professionals and the sanitation community since the early 

1970’s (Anand & Apul, 2014). It is, therefore, necessary to create awareness about CT 

technologies - particularly those that are new and allow for usual deterrents, such as smell, to be 

abolished - so that the public is better able to adapt to alternative sustainable sanitation practices 

(Nasri, Brun, & Fouché, 2017).  

One also has to consider the impact of past experiences with excreta and prior knowledge of 

sustainable options as research suggests that these are key determinants of the willingness of 

someone to adopt a dry sanitation system (Kira, 1995; Warner, 2004). This is connected to the 

psychological concept of inertia, which can be defined as the persistence or attachment to 

behavioural patterns, even though there are better alternatives and incentives for change (Polites 

& Karahanna, 2012). Inertia is further conceptualized to have behavioural, cognitive and affective 

constituents (Barnes, Gartland, & Stack, 2004; Oliver, 1999; Oreg, 2003; Piderit, 2000).  
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Behavior-based inertia implies that behavior or a habit simply continues because an individual has 

always done it without putting in much, or any, thought. This could indicate the presence of a 

subconscious habit  (Polites & Karahanna, 2012). Cognitive based inertia indicates that individuals 

consciously continue to follow a system, even when they are cognizant of the fact that there are 

more effective, efficient ways of doing things than the one they currently practice (Kim, 2009, p. 

528; Rumelt, 1995). This stream is also termed as “mental inertia” as people “tend to keep making 

similar decisions despite the presence of new information" (Barnes et al., 2004; Polites & 

Karahanna, 2012; Rumelt, 1995). Lastly, affective-based inertia prevails when individuals 

continue to follow a system, a habit or a behavior because change is stressful. This stems from the 

fact that they feel comfortable continuing a certain behaviour or they have a strong emotional 

attachment with their current practices (Barnes et al., 2004; Rumelt, 1995). 

Studies also suggest that individual differences in training, education, traditions, and rituals can 

cause inertia (Fredrickson & Iaquinto, 1989). Applying this logic to the rejection of CTs, inertia 

has been observed on an individual level, as well as through religious or cultural associations 

(Barnard et al., 2013; Hueso & Bell, 2013; Patil et al., 2014). The implications of this will be 

discussed in the limitations section of the paper, with reference being made to the Total Sanitation 

Campaign (TSC) implemented in rural India (Hueso & Bell, 2013).  

2.2. DISGUST 

Moving towards what was initially perceived as a more innate resistance factor, Darwin (1998) 

suggests that disgust is one of the six most basic, universal emotions, and that the facial expression 

associated with disgust is recognisable across cultures. It is suggested in the literature that faeces 

play a distinct role in disgust given the likelihood that it arouses the most intense reaction from 

human beings. Interestingly, when the excrement is in our own body, we do not produce a disgust 

response, but as soon as it leaves the body, it becomes disgusting (Rozin & Fallon, 1987). It is 

proposed that this is one of the reasons humans approve of conventional, water-flushing systems: 

the disgust response is short lived given the quick removal of excreta from sight. Commodity 

fetishism is one explanation (this will be discussed in more detail shortly) as it has led to humans 

being removed from the rest of the sanitation process too, contributing to the shortened disgust 

response (Hudson & Hudson, 2003; Marx, 1976). 
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Although the attitude towards faeces outlined above seems to be universal, Rozin and Fallon 

(1987) have shown that infants under the age of two have no aversion to faeces at all. Research 

has shown that they will play with it and, in some instances, even eat it. Then, until the age of four, 

children are suspicious but not disgusted, by faeces until, finally, from the age of eight, they have 

a strong aversion to excrement (Rozin & Fallon, 1987). With this information in mind, it was 

concluded that disgust is learnt and developed from the inborn sense of distaste (Nunhuck, 2003). 

Moreover, Rozin and Fallon (1987), suggest that disgust is a defensive emotion that guards us 

against the recognition of our animality and, perhaps ultimately, of our own mortality. Humans 

cannot escape the evidence of their animal nature. In every society people must eat, excrete, engage 

in sexual intercourse, and eventually die and decompose. To counter this fact, most cultures have 

found rituals, technologies and customs that operate to distinguish humans from animals (Haidt, 

McCauley, & Rozin, 1994). It is proposed that conventional toilets - ones that use water to flush 

away excreta - are an example of the technologies we have for such purposes. 

It would appear that this connection between disgust and faeces is something that we learn from a 

very early age and this learnt behaviour acts as a strong barrier to the worldwide use of CTs (Rozin 

& Fallon, 1987). To use them, people will have to be in close proximity with faeces. Hence, not 

being used to the process, and not understanding that the maintenance and operation of the system 

is fairly simple, people understandably express resistance attitudes and choose to maintain the 

status-quo (Samuelson & Zeckhauser, 1988). 

2.3. SOCIAL REPRESENTATIONS  

Social representations are the shared practices, values, metaphors and imagery that aid us in 

making sense and directing ourselves in the social world. These representations communicate 

social norms in symbolic form (Moscovici, 1981). Throughout history, the ability to separate 

oneself from excreta has been a symbol of social status or status quo. This can be viewed as a 

product of class divisions through historical influence and their consequential social 

representations. Therefore, ‘properly’ disposing of excreta was a sign of a developing culture, as 

well as an indication of social and economic welfare. “For centuries, class distinctions separated 

the odour, dirt and smell of the Unwashed Masses from those privileged” (Van der Ryn, 1978). 

This mentality has given rise to societies where individuals feel no personal responsibility for their 
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discarded waste. Developed nations have adopted water-flushing toilet systems that are now a 

social norm and expectation of privileged culture (Branstrator, 2014).  

Individuals prefer not to talk about sanitation as there are numerous unwritten rules and taboos 

about it. They actually want to be mentally and physically separated from perceived  trouble  and 

nuisance associated with excrement (Dellström Rosenquist, 2005). Nevertheless, the desire to be 

separated from excreta not only arises due to historical perspectives. Disgust, as mentioned earlier, 

forms part of this taboo. It is a response dependent on proximity, and, as a means of defending the 

self and creating boundaries against contamination, human beings have adopted conventional 

toilets. This has led to the perception of faeces being disgusting, especially in instances where we 

are faced with touching, smelling, or seeing it (Haidt et al., 1994). 

Continuing along this line of thinking, there are societies that currently exist where defecating is 

viewed as a taboo (Freud, 1940). Similar cultural and religious norms to those outlined above 

influence our attitudes towards human excreta. The idea of cleansing involves usage of water and 

reducing exposure to faeces as far as possible. Human beings’ attitudes towards their own waste 

is an explanation for why people are resistant to the idea of CTs. The acceptance of CTs is also 

difficult when washing with water after defecating is mandated by cultural and religious traditions 

(Warner, 2004). 

The design of standard sanitation technologies is based on these social representations: that 

excrement is a burden, it is a disgusting waste-product that is only suitable for disposal, and to be 

in contact with it or to not use a conventional flush-toilet is a sign of dirt and poverty (Esrey et al., 

2001). Therefore, these social representations that act as barriers could potentially be 

deconstructed in order to implement CTs efficiently. 

2.4. COMMODITY FETISHISM 

“Flush and forget” (Jain, 2016). Once the faeces are effortlessly flushed away - out of sight and no 

longer in close proximity - the excreta become undesirable, but are no longer viewed as disgusting 

(Durham, 2011). As was touched on earlier, this is linked to the idea of commodity fetishism: 

humans are removed from the ‘invisible’ processes involved in the removal of excreta from toilets, 
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giving rise to changes in attitude towards it when no longer in sight (Hudson & Hudson, 2003; 

Marx, 1976).  

In our desire to distance ourselves from our own waste and excrement in order to build a clean and 

perfect living environment, we have detached ourselves from the process and the problems that 

are behind the toilet. With the help of technology, we have constructed the fantasy that we can 

separate ourselves from the consequences of defecating, as if, once we excrete, in one second, we 

magically forget that we did it (Hudson & Hudson, 2003). 

This desire of distance is facilitated by the fetishization of the toilet as a commodity where the 

process of what happens after defecating remains obscured and unconsidered (Hudson & Hudson, 

2003). We forget, or wilfully ignore, what is behind the toilet and avoid taking into account the 

whole process and the negative implications of existing sanitation practices (see Background). We 

are seeing them or not, and the desire for elimination as total separation is always dissatisfied. This 

fetishization has crucial consequences on our collective attitudes to address the ongoing processes 

of environmental destruction our planet is suffering. 

Viewing CTs as a process will reduce the distance between our own waste and its disposal. By 

visibly witnessing the human excreta deposited in the earth and used to grow vegetables brings 

awareness that it's all part of the same cycle, thus, making the sanitation process de-fetishized. 

(Penner, 2016). Penner also refers back to Marx’s prediction that “ecological destruction would 

inevitably follow from the transition from a circular economy…to one in which our waste is 

flushed immediately out of sight” (2016). The former process speaks to the reuse of “humanure” 

as a fertilizer utilized in agriculture. The latter speaks of the conventional water-flushing systems 

we have been criticising. Once flushed away, the process is out of sight: a very clear example of 

commodity fetishism in practice (Penner, 2016). Because humans are not connected to the process 

behind current sanitation practices, they do not fully understand the detrimental effect they are 

having on the environment and this is why commodity fetishism is one of the largest barriers to 

the acceptance of CTs (Hudson & Hudson, 2003). 
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3. SOLUTIONS TO TACKLE RESISTANCE TO COMPOSTING TOILETS 

 

Figure 1: Overview of the Solution Framework 

 

3.1. CAMPAIGN 

In section 2, we tried to grasp the underlying reasons giving rise to resistance towards CTs. One 

suggestion to tackle these issues is the creation of a government-led campaign to: generate a greater 

knowledge and awareness of CTs; change the narrative surrounding CTs so that they are more 

socially desirable; expose people to a sustainable sanitation option; and de-fetishize water flushing 

toilets so that people are made aware of the water-wasting with each flush. The idea is that the 

campaign would be present both online and offline (see Appendix B). 

Our first suggestion is to create billboards that people could see in the subway to reach the largest 

number of people on a daily basis as they commute to work. Applying this to London, the 

Underground is likely the best installation as it is estimated that 1.35 billion people use the tube 

yearly (TfL Community Team, 2019). This way, we could tackle the problem of disgust by 

exposing people regularly to CTs. Exposure Therapy is when individuals are exposed regularly to 

an object that creates disgust (Craske, Treanor, Conway, Zbozinek, & Vervliet, 2014). This 
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technique has shown to be effective to reduce disgust in different contexts (Rachman, Shafran, 

Radomsky, & Zysk, 2011; Smits, Telch, & Randall, 2002; Steinglass et al., 2012). 

When creating the billboards, the first step towards making CTs more socially desirable would be 

to use another name. We would like to propose “ecological toilets” (ETs). Indeed, the way people 

respond to a specific message can depend on how the message is presented (Pelletier & Sharp, 

2008). We suggest that using “ecological” instead of “composting” will create more engagement. 

We would also promote the best design already existing on the market to show the audience that 

sustainable toilets can be attractive. 

Moreover, the billboards will give general information about ETs, how to use them, how they look 

and, especially, that they don’t smell (see Appendix A) (Angie’s List, 2017). Research suggests 

that increasing knowledge through campaigns is efficient in generating specific behaviours (e.g. 

Breitbart, Greinert, & Volkmer, 2006). On top of that, we would like to add information concerning 

gains and losses. Indeed, according to Tversky and Kahneman’s (1981) landmark study, people 

tend to avoid risky behaviour when a decision is framed in terms of its associated benefits. Thus, 

the campaign would give information on the amount of saved water every time an individual uses 

an ET. It will also give information on how to take care of the compost (i.e. you only have to 

remove waste once a month) and how it can be a resource (i.e. to generate energy). The ultimate 

goal is to make people perceive their excrement as a resource and not as waste. 

Additionally, we would use a humorous slogan. Indeed, many researchers have demonstrated that 

humour in advertising significantly enhances attention and positive affect (Eisend, 2008). Another 

promising strategy when trying to advertise CTs can be drawn from general marketing practices, 

such as selling cars and soaps. CT could be promoted as a home improvement and not just a health 

or ecological intervention. For example, soaps are endorsed to make hands smell, look and feel 

good, rather than being just hygienic. Thus, creating a demand for sanitation products on an equal 

footing as other products in the market (Curtis & Cairncross, 2003).  

The idea is then for the campaign to go online, hopefully with the help of influencers on platforms 

such as Instagram or YouTube. The desired effect is that the entire campaign will de-fetishize the 

current commodity, create awareness of CTs and create a demand for the product, such that the 

price is able to decrease. 
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3.2. COMPOSTING TOILETS IN PRACTICE 

Experts in ecological sanitation have found that attitudes can change for the better when exposed 

to an alternative waste disposal system, and apprehension towards human excrement could 

disappear when people witness a well-managed toilet system (Winblad, 1998).  Moreover, past 

experiences with excreta and knowledge of sustainable options could determine the willingness of 

someone to adopt a CT (Kira, 1995; Warner, 2004).  

 

For these reasons we are proposing to mount CTs as a disruptive installation in public places. 

Installations are specific settings constructed with deliberate intention, to funnel society members 

into expectable behaviours, and are also essential in the reproduction of culture through practice 

(Lahlou, 2017). 

 

Installations do not openly control what people experience but, in practice, they normalize and 

support what they do for a wide range of routine activities by offering an envelope for 

“appropriate” behaviour. Therefore, these proposals would modify not only the objective material 

but in the long term, when the practices become embodied, it would also affect the competences 

layer (Lahlou, 2017). 

 

3.2.1. SCHOOLS 

 

As mentioned earlier, Rozin and Fallon (1987) have shown that disgust regarding faeces is learnt 

and developed by children before the age of eight. Indeed, studies have shown that early childhood 

is a time when developmental changes are happening that can have profound and lasting 

consequences for a child’s future (Goodnow & Bethon, 1966). For this reason, we propose 

implementing CTs in pre-schools and primary schools, targeting children before they are socialised 

into the disgust response to faeces. 

 

By using CTs every day at schools and explaining to them how to use them and the reason why it 

is important to use them, we could tackle the lack of knowledge barrier whilst generating a 

habituation process in a safe environment for children (Farel, 1977). Individuals are socialized into 
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cultural proficiencies by being routed into experiencing suitable practices within local installations 

(Lahlou, 2017). Therefore, with the collaboration of teachers as tutors, they could learn by doing. 

 

In doing so, we could deconstruct some social representations related to toilets and children could 

build a more natural relationship with their own waste. Moreover, as it happens in relation to other 

environmental practices, they could also teach their parents the importance of using dry sanitation 

systems to reduce water usage. After the use of CTs is viewed as an appropriate practice and 

embodied by subjects, these individuals become part of the societal reproduction process, and they 

act as helpers and vigilantes who contribute to regulate other people’s behaviour – in this case, 

their parents –  through the social layer (Lahlou, 2017). 

3.2.2. PUBLIC AREAS 

The progressive installation of CTs in public locations is another solution that we want to propose. 

This solution, which also implies a modification of the material layer, could have a significant 

effect if we apply it in places where millions of people circulate every day. Hence, by showing 

people that using CTs is not actually disgusting because they do not smell and are clean, we can 

address the psychological barriers.  

Nevertheless, even when installations attempt to channel behavior, agents still have free will when 

making their way through installations as they are able to choose the installations they engage with 

and there is flexibility when participating within the installation bounds (Lahlou, 2017). For this 

reason, in order to tackle the lack of knowledge and to induce people to choose to use CTs, we can 

plan the installation to have educational signs about the dry sanitation process and highlighting the 

relevance of using such toilets instead of conventional ones. For instance, we can show the number 

of litres of water saved if they use a CT in order to incentivize them to choose for the environmental 

option (see Appendix B). 

An experiment shows the success of such an action: in 2007, Bronx Zoo – the largest urban zoo in 

the United States – completed a project installing CT restrooms for the 2 million visitors received 

annually (Clivus Multrum, 2010). This initiative resulted in saving a total of 1 million gallons of 

water each year.  Our proposal is to multiply this experience in other places around the world. 
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3.3. COMPOSTING TOILETS IN HOUSEHOLDS 

Our third solution looks to tackle the implementation of CTs in households. We propose tapping 

into the social regulation layer of Installation Theory through the implementation of incentives and 

subsidies (Lahlou, 2017). Current sanitation practices in the UK are governed by building or state 

regulatory bodies (Branstrator, 2014; WooWoo Waterless and Composting Toilets, 2019). Given 

the previous lack of political motivation and failures by the state to make CTs acceptable in 

households, regulations have tended to side with current sanitation practices, to the detriment of 

the environment. However, given the current political climate and narratives regarding 

environmental sustainability, we suggest that now is the time to propose government-level 

intervention so that CTs are made more desirable. British media surrounding the December 2019 

General Election suggests that the environment is one of voters’ top priorities (Shukman, 2019). 

This paper proposes addressing the issue of household CT implementation with the assistance of 

a UK government scheme, similar to the UK feed-in tariffs or the smart export guarantee (SEG) 

programme that were designed to encourage the installation of renewable energy generators of 

electricity i.e. solar panels (Government Digital Service (GDS), 2015; “About the Smart Export 

Guarantee (SEG)”, 2019). The feed-in tariff had two components: a generation tariff and an export 

tariff. The generation tariff refers to a set amount the government paid you per unit of electricity 

generated. The export tariff refers to the set amount one could receive for additional units generated 

(GDS, 2015). The SEG is similar to the export tariff component: registered electricity suppliers 

offer a tariff per unit of surplus electricity exported back to the national grid. 

With this information in mind, and applying an adapted way of thinking to our case, it is proposed 

that consumers are incentivised to install CTs through a tariff system. It will be advertised that 

households can receive a tariff per CT they install and, if they are able to generate their own energy 

or biogas, there will be the opportunity to receive a set amount per unit.  

It is noted that, although the UK has not yet incentivised the use of CTs, it is outlined in Part G of 

the Building Regulations for the UK that CTs not connected to an energy source (other than for 

ventilation) should meet building regulation requirements (Ministry of Housing, 2016). This 

inclusion in an official government publication speaks to the earlier point surrounding current 
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political narratives. We believe that the time is right to implement the above scheme and that 

political motivations encourage its success in increasing the use, and acceptability, of CTs. 

4. DISCUSSION 

4.1. LIMITATIONS 

4.1.1. CULTURAL AND RELIGIOUS PRACTICES 

One of the limiting factors when considering behaviour and attitudinal changes towards CTs are 

the cultural and religious norms involved in different sanitation practices around the world. It is 

because of this that the scope of this essay was narrowed to focus only on the implementation of 

CTs in developed countries. We felt that applications of our proposed solutions in developing 

countries, such as India, would have failed given that the changes involve acceptance that water is 

no longer part of the sanitation system. This is problematic given that washing after defecation is 

often mandated by culture or religion (Warner, 2004). 

 

When looking at the case of the TSC, it was noted that, even when subsidised and given the funds 

to build pit latrines, the social norms associated with open defecation - a sanitation practice widely 

adopted in rural India - could not be deconstructed. Given the sensitive nature of addressing 

cultural and religious norms, it is imperative that one proceeds with caution as respect for practices 

deemed sacred should be a priority (Bhatt et al., 2019; Busienei, Ogendi, & Mokua, 2019). With 

this in mind, and given the highly influential nature of such norms in shaping individual behaviour, 

one runs the risk of offending individuals following certain practices where water is imperative in 

the process (Vyas & Spears, 2018). The CT in itself may be viewed as something that does not 

meet the standards of the religious practices. Trying to challenge people's perceptions of CTs may 

be viewed as undermining the religion.  

 

Research has been performed looking at the role of religion on other environmental issues (i.e. 

Hope & Jones, 2014). This particular study looked at Muslim, Christian and Secular participants 

and, interestingly, the notion of urgency came up regarding climate change. They viewed the 

concept as something not requiring immediate attention and one could argue that the same 

rationality may be applied to CTs. Muslim participants made salient that they attempt to minimise 

contact with human excreta and, thus, use water to avoid engaging in a practices requiring closer 
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contact (Duncker, Matsebe, & Moilwa, 2007). Due to the perception of faeces as an impurity, it is 

also prescribed that water must be used to cleanse parts of the body exposed to such (Hooi & 

Hamzah, 1995). It is, thus, completely understandable that those following such a religion would 

be hesitant to utilise a CT (Hooi & Hamzah, 1995; Warner, 2004). We acknowledge that this has 

not been addressed in this essay given the contentious and sensitive nature of changing cultural 

and religious norms. 

 

4.1.2. WILLFUL IGNORANCE 

 

As humans, we fear cognitive dissonance (Festinger, 1962). As is the case with many behaviour 

changes related to environmental sustainability, we opt to ignore information that will lead to a 

conflict in our behaviours and values. We suspect that this may be the case for the CT: even when 

individuals are flooded with information about the negative environmental externalities of water-

flushing toilets and the added benefits of CTs, they will ignore it to ensure that their current 

behaviours - the use of water-flushing toilets - are not conflicting with the information they have 

been given (Ehrich & Irwin, 2005). 

 

We also wish to point out that the notion of a CT is not novel. Information has been readily 

available and literature has been published on the benefits of engaging in such practices. Extensive 

literature also exists on the water-wastage associated with conventional toilet systems (see 

Background) (i.e. Zaied, 2018). The issue lies in the fact that we do not want to be reminded of 

the disconnection between our values and actions. The result is that we avoid engaging and 

acknowledging information that will trigger or remind us of the cognitive dissonance that exists in 

most human beings today (Festinger, 1962). 

 

4.1.3. DISCONNECT BETWEEN KNOWLEDGE AND BEHAVIOUR 

 

Increased knowledge does not necessarily give rise to changes in behaviour (Barker et al., 2008; 

Kelly & Barker, 2016). We are hoping that by flooding people with information and defetishising 

existing water-flushing systems, people are more inclined to adopt new practices, but we 

acknowledge that it is a lot easier said than done. Research exploring increased knowledge and 
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information in relation to health-related behaviour changes suggests that, even when individuals 

become informed and better-educated on a topic (i.e. the health risks associated with a poor diet), 

a range of factors prevent the change from happening (Barker et al., 2008). 

 

This can be linked to research regarding the knowledge-action gap: a phenomenon that appears to 

have stumped researchers for decades and can be observed cross-culturally (Kollmuss & 

Agyeman, 2002). This is particularly apparent when trying to encourage conservation and 

sustainable behaviours, such as the use of CTs. Though research has not specifically been 

performed to assess the success of behavioural changes for CTs, other studies looking at recycling, 

litter control and energy efficiency have shown that, despite widespread awareness of the 

detrimental environmental effects, human beings are still not engaging in environmentally friendly 

behaviours (Kennedy, Beckley, McFarlane, & Nadeau, 2009; Pelletier & Sharp, 2008). 

 

This is not promising for the purposes of our paper and we acknowledge that this is a limitation. 

We expect that one of the underlying causes for the above disconnect between knowledge and 

action is due to wilful ignorance (a previously outlined limitation) and the fact that we, as human 

beings, are afraid of cognitive dissonance. This is difficult to overcome at the level we are 

proposing and changes of this sort are beyond the scope of our essay. It is advised that future 

research looks into the behaviour-intention gap that exists when looking at sustainable practices. 

4.2. CONCLUSION 

The research question of this essay was: what can be done to counter the resistance to composting 

toilets? Our paper suggests that increased knowledge about CTs, making them socially desirable, 

exposing people to them and de-fetishizing current sanitation practices could reduce the resistance 

to CTs. These solutions would help tackle the psychological mechanisms creating resistance 

towards them, i.e. disgust and social representations. These are partial solutions that should form 

part of a project that reformulates humanity’s relationship with excrement (Kawa, 2016). Instead 

of viewing human excreta as waste, we need to move towards a new way of thinking ecologically 

and view it as a resource, as a means to generate energy or enhance agricultural development. 

Finding better ways of reconnecting with our waste has the potential to push us toward a different 

way of thinking and, hence, collaborate to overcome the ecological crisis.  
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