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Abstract: Water reclamation and reuse (WRR) technology may be critical to managing
emerging water shortages globally and in the American Southwest. However in the U.S.,
such projects have not been well received by the public. Negative responses have
included fears about human health risks and adequacy of safeguards, and stigma-based
responding related to ‘toilet-to-tap’ imagery. Understanding the intuitive psychology of
contagion and purification beliefs can help direct efforts to minimize inappropriate
concerns and increase the acceptability of WRR. Disgust is a powerful emotion that
carries both biological imperative and moral force; once evoked, it is exceptionally
difficult to undo. Opponents of recycled water initiatives often make use of disgust-
based words and images to block efforts to promote and expand water reuse - anecdotal
evidence suggests that even opponents whose opposition is not based in disgust, but is
instead based in other concerns such as limiting population growth, may utilize such
strategies, knowing how effective they are. Little attention has been given to how lay-
persons think about contamination in general, and contamination and purification of
water in particular. Yet research on the intuitive psychology of contagion shows that the
intuitive (or “magical”) concept is closely tied to disgust, and that it diverges in important
ways from expert biomedical models of contagion. Understanding these differences can
help inform us as to how to best promote, and how NOT to try to promote, water reuse
initiatives. In particular, it is critical to present the purified water in a way that breaks the
connection between its history as waste- or sewer-water and its current state. Further, the
intuitive model of contagion suggests that institutional trust or mistrust not only directly
impact public perceptions of threat, but may also exaggerate or ameliorate intuitive
contagion concerns.
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cognitive escape, and institutional mistrust. Dr. Nemeroff is internationally recognized
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