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Use Eco
Washing Cycle
The washing machine dial points to the same programme it always has, and most of us never turn it. In their 2008 book Nudge, the economist Richard Thaler and the legal scholar Cass Sunstein showed how much our choices are shaped by defaults: whatever is easiest is what we usually do. The eco programme on most washing machines uses less energy than the everyday settings, even though it takes longer. This workbook asks you to explore your machine and change your default, and to commit to the next three things you will change.
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	Before you begin
How To Use This Workbook
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This workbook stands alone. You need nothing else to use it except your washing machine, its manual or the manufacturer's website, and a week of laundry.
It asks you to write, not just read.
	Before you begin, choose one regular load you wash every week. It might be everyday clothes, towels, bedding, school uniform or work wear. Choose a normal load, not one needing special hygiene care. You'll carry that one load through the exercise.



Write your first thoughts here, so you can come back to them later
	

	

	

	

	

	



This worksheet is part of the Climate Challenge series of action workbooks.
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Use Eco Washing Cycle  ·  Climate Challenge
	Part one
The Teaching
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The idea at the heart of this workbook comes from Richard Thaler, later awarded the Nobel Prize in Economics, and Cass Sunstein, a Harvard law professor, in their 2008 book Nudge: Improving Decisions about Health, Wealth, and Happiness. They showed that small features of how choices are presented, especially defaults, have a big effect on what people actually do.
Underneath it sits a slightly uncomfortable claim. Most of us don't choose our washing programme; we just repeat whatever we did last time. Changing that one default could save energy on every load for years.
Defaults decide. Thaler and Sunstein found that people tend to stick with whatever option is already selected, whether it's a pension scheme or a programme dial. If your machine's everyday setting isn't the eco programme, you're likely using more energy than you need on almost every wash.
Heat is the big cost. Most of the electricity a washing machine uses goes on heating water. Turning the temperature down, or using a programme that heats less water, is the single biggest way to cut the energy your laundry uses.
Slower can be greener. Eco programmes often take longer than standard ones, which surprises many people. They save energy by using lower temperatures and less water, and make up for it by washing for longer, giving detergent more time to work. Since 2021, new machines sold in the UK and EU have had to include a standard eco programme, often labelled “eco 40-60”.
Lower temperatures work. Modern detergents are designed to clean well at 30°C or even 20°C, which is enough for most everyday laundry. Hotter washes are still sensible for some things: towels, bedding and underwear when someone is ill, cleaning cloths and heavily soiled items. Follow care labels and hygiene advice.
Fill it, dose it right. A full load uses the energy and water far better than two half-loads. Using the right amount of detergent, rather than too much, avoids residue and extra rinsing. Skip the pre-wash unless clothes are very dirty.
Time it and look after it. Many machines have a delay timer, so you can run a long eco wash overnight or during cheaper off-peak hours. If you mostly wash at low temperatures, run an occasional hot maintenance wash with the machine empty, as the manual advises, to keep it fresh.
The practical use of Nudge is to redesign your own default. Find the eco programme on your machine and learn what it does. Make it the setting you use for everyday loads, at the lowest temperature that does the job. Wash full loads, dose detergent correctly, and use the delay timer to fit the longer cycle around your day. Keep hotter washes for when hygiene really needs them.
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Part one  ·  The teaching
	Part two
The Exercise
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Take the load you chose at the start and carry it through the steps below over the coming week. Write in full sentences. Nobody else reads this.
Describe your washing. How many loads does your household wash each week? Which programmes and temperatures do you usually use, and why? Who decides? Score how often you use the eco programme now, from 1 (never) to 10 (for almost every load).
	

	

	

	

	

	

	


How certain do you feel about that score?   ①  ②  ③  ④  ⑤  ⑥  ⑦  ⑧  ⑨  ⑩

Explore your machine. Look at the dial or screen and read the manual or the maker's website. Find the eco programme and note what it's called. Many manuals list the energy, water and time each programme uses. What did you find?
	

	

	

	

	

	

	



Compare the programmes. For your chosen load, compare your usual programme with the eco programme: temperature, time, energy use in kWh and water use in litres. Over a year of weekly washes, how much energy would switching save?
	

	

	

	

	

	

	



Change the default. What would make the eco programme your automatic choice? Leaving the dial set to eco, a note on the machine, agreeing it with your household, or using the delay timer to fit the longer cycle in? Decide what you'll try.
	

	

	

	

	

	

	



Try it for a week. Wash your chosen load on the eco programme, at the lowest suitable temperature, every time this week. How clean were the clothes? Did the longer cycle cause any problems, and how did you solve them?
	

	

	

	

	

	

	



Make your plan. Write three actions: the default you'll keep from now on, one change to how you load and dose the machine, and one bigger step, such as using off-peak hours or choosing an efficient machine when yours needs replacing. Name who else is involved and when you'll start.
	

	

	

	

	

	

	



How certain are you that eco will be your default?   ①  ②  ③  ④  ⑤  ⑥  ⑦  ⑧  ⑨  ⑩
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Part two  ·  The exercise
	Part three
Questions For Discussion
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	Work through these questions independently if you must, but they are generally more beneficial when discussed. 



1. Should every washing machine be required to start on its eco programme by default, so that people have to choose to use more energy?
1. Nudges guide people's choices without forcing them. Is that helpful design or a subtle form of manipulation? Where would you draw the line?
1. Many machines advertise quick washes as a selling point. Should manufacturers be encouraged to promote eco programmes instead?
1. Ideas about how hot a wash needs to be are often passed down in families. How much of your laundry routine comes from habit rather than need?
1. Long eco cycles suit some households better than others. How could they be made easier for busy families, shift workers or people sharing machines?
1. What other defaults in your home, work or community could be changed to make the low-carbon option the easy one?
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Part three  ·  Questions for discussion
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Want To Take This Further With Other People?
You've done the exploring and the thinking on your own. What's missing now is someone who sees laundry differently — and who might compare machines, share washing tips or help change the defaults in your household or building.

	Share your results online
Join an online climate action community and post your programme comparison, your eco week and your three-step plan. Others will share which settings, detergents and routines work best for different machines and households.
	
	Find people near you
Talk with your household about making eco the everyday setting. If you share a laundry room, suggest an eco-first notice. Ask a local energy advice service or community group about other easy energy-saving defaults at home.



	Find your next challenge



This workbook is general guidance. Follow care labels and your machine's manual, and use a hotter wash when hygiene needs it, such as during illness.
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Eco washing cycles take longer but use
half the energy. Slow and steady wins
the carbon race.





