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The water cycle is increasingly affected by climate change and human activities. Over the long term, the study 
“Explore”1 estimates that groundwater resources are set to decline by 2070 (up to 55% in the worst 
scenarios). At the same time, following the demographic curve, the use of water resources over the last 
century has increased exponentially. The presence of nitrates, pesticides and other micro-pollutants is a cause 
for concern, and the situation is made worse by climate change, which is contributing to their concentration. 
Reclaimed wastewater is a valuable alternative water source and appears as an important way to reduce 
pressure on water sources.  

The NINFA2 project is a European project focused on preventing and reducing groundwater pollution. It 
employs advanced treatment technologies to eliminate contaminants from wastewater treatment plant 
effluent, aiming to protect water resources and facilitate their reuse. But, water reuse programmes will only 
be successful if they are adopted by users. Considering this, a growing number of social researchers seek to 
understand the public reactions to reclaimed water. Because they mobilise causal models and psychometric 
methods to measure attitudes, many of these studies are framed around the idea of a ‘yuck factor’, as if an 
emotional reaction were the main determinant of people's attitudes to reuse. Given the anthropogenic 
nature of the problems and objectives involved, there is a clear need to develop a more nuanced and detailed 
understanding of the behavioral dynamics of water users. This necessitates an examination of their subjective 
perceptions, cognitive frameworks, and questions regarding the quality of water.  

In this case, NINFA seeks to investigate the perception and social awareness of citizens regarding water 
pollution and consumption and use of reclaimed water through surveys based on sociological semi-structured 
interviews. 

This qualitative sociological approach is particularly pertinent in questioning a number of historically inherited 
categories and practices, and (re)posing a number of questions, as it allows us to avoid artificially ‘applying’ 
our own categories of analysis. For instance, it enables us to question the monolithic concept of domestic 
water use as the sole source of drinking water (although this level of quality is unnecessary for 90% of uses) 
and to consider the various types of water resources that are used (such as well water, treated water, collected 
water or water from less conventional sources among others). It is also possible to highlight different ways of 
describing water ("natural water," "technical water," and "waste water,"; to characterize different user figures 
(the user of a water and sanitation services, the producer of his own resources, the customer, but also the 
citizen) and link them not only to different perceptions of water but also to different registers of justification 
(commercial, technical, social, political, ecological, etc.). We can differentiate between individual and 
collective solutions and consider the links (or lack of links) between individual practices and the degradation 
(or preservation) of the resource.  

 
1https://www.brgm.fr/fr/reference-projet-acheve/explore-2070-relever-defi-changement-climatique 
2 This project has received funding from the European Union’s Horizon Europe 2022 research and innovation programme 
under grant agreement No. 101081865  
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