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Abstract Summary

According to prospect theory, individuals respond more strongly to potential losses than to
equivalent gains when evaluating outcomes relative to a reference point. We tested this
prediction in residential electricity consumption using a preregistered field experiment
involving 1,233 households and high-frequency smart meter data. Households were
randomly assigned to one of three groups: a control group that received feedback only, a
group that received incentives framed as gains around an individualized consumption
reference point, and a group that received incentives framed as losses around an
individualized consumption reference point. The reference point was calculated based on
pre-treatment consumption data and adjusted for typical consumption variation.
Households gained one point for each 0.5% reduction in their weekly consumption below
the reference point, thus maintaining a constant incentive across framing. Points translated
directly into lottery tickets. In total, households could win 3,000 euros, yielding an expected
payoff of around 4 euros per household. Loss framing reduced weekly electricity
consumption by 7.7%, whereas gain framing produced smaller, statistically insignificant
effects. Event-time estimates show that responses emerge after initial performance
feedback and are strongest during the second intervention week. Survey evidence shows
that households in the loss-framing condition report higher initial performance
expectations (belief that they will retain more points). Consumption patterns are consistent
with reference-dependent preferences.
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