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Collaborations and networks

Translation of science

• Researchers, consultants, trainers
& practitioners in behaviour change

• International Summer Schools

• A cross-disciplinary community of
academic experts at UCL & beyond

• MSc in Behaviour Change

• Global network of > 4,000 contacts

• Annual Conference
• Hubs for exchanging skills,
ideas, resources
•

Environment & Behaviour

•

Digi-hub

My COVID-19 Scientific Advice to Governments
1. Member of UK Government
behavioural advisory group

2. COVID-19 consultant advisor to
WHO Behavioural Insights team

This talk: Using behavioural insights
1. How a behavioural science approach can help in responding to
COVID-19
2. How a behavioural approach can enable translating data into policy
and actionable recommendations
3. A template to support countries in making data useful and useable
for their own context

Behavioural Insights
1. Human behaviour is the
a. route by which the Coronavirus is transmitted between people
b. means by which the Covid-19 pandemic will be suppressed

2. Behavioural insights has much to contribute in reducing transmission
behaviours
3. Communicating behavioural science can be done efficiently with
frameworks, models and diagrams
• https://blogs.bmj.com/bmj/2020/03/11/slowing-down-the-covid-19-outbreak-changing-behaviour-byunderstanding-it/
• https://www.qeios.com/read/F6M5CB

Reducing transmission: Isolation and social distancing
• To suppress the pandemic, Governments have focused on
• Isolation: keeping vulnerable people and infected people physically away from others
• Social distancing: staying at home except for essential journeys, banning gatherings, and closing
non-essential shops and establishments where people congregate

• Isolation and social distancing
• effective in controlling epidemics
• enormous cost to people’s livelihoods, education, and mental health, and the global economy

• Alternative: widespread and rigorous adherence to Personal Protective Behaviours
• could potentially reduce the extent to which we rely on the disruptive, top-down isolation and
social distancing measures

Personal Protective Behaviours (PPBs)
• If we can change the following at population level, we would suppress
the pandemic:
1.
2.
3.
4.

Washing hands with soap
Not touching the T-zone (eyes, nose, mouth)
Sneezing and coughing into tissues and disposing of them
Social distancing

• We could solve a big problem by changing behaviour at scale
• A diagram of behavioural transmission and behavioural blocks ….
West, Michie, Rubin, Amlot (2020) Applying principles of behaviour change to help limit the spread of
COVID-19, Nature Human Behaviour. https://www.nature.com/articles/s41562-020-0887-9
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Interventions: different for different personal protective behaviours
1.

Washing hands with soap
• Requires establishing new rules + access to soap
• ‘If-then’ plans to link behaviour with settings e.g. entering buildings, before eating/preparing food

2.

Not touching the T-zone (eyes, nose, mouth)
• Requires breaking an automatic habit or responding to urge
• Develop an incompatible behaviour e.g. keep hands below shoulder level or additional behaviour
– washing hands before and after

3.

Sneezing and coughing into tissues and disposing of them
• Requires accessible tissues (if not inside of elbow)
• Requires new routines to ensure one has tissues to hand e.g. checking bag/pocket every morning

4.

Social distancing
• More complex, depends on other people, neighbourhood and work situations, travel options etc

For more information

https://www.nature.com/articles/s41562-020-0887-9.pdf

1. Michie S, Rubin GJ & Amlot R (2020). Behavioural science must be at the heart of the public health
response to covid-19. BMJ Opinion, February 28th.
https://blogs.bmj.com/bmj/2020/02/28/behavioural-science-must-be-at-the-heart-of-the-publichealth-response-to-covid-19/
2. Michie S, West R & Amlot R (2020). Behavioural strategies for reducing covid-19 transmission in the
general population. BMJ Opinion, March 3rd. https://blogs.bmj.com/bmj/2020/03/03/behaviouralstrategies-for-reducing-covid-19-transmission-in-the-general-population/
3. Michie S, West R, Amlot R, Rubin J. (2020) Slowing down the covid-19 outbreak: changing behaviour
by understanding it. BMJ Opinion, March 11th. https://blogs.bmj.com/bmj/2020/03/11/slowingdown-the-covid-19-outbreak-changing-behaviour-by-understanding-it/

Behavioural insights for policy-makers
Challenges
• Working with and across Government
• differing agendas, incentives and
terminology

• Ensuring that behavioural science
thinking and evidence have an impact

Solutions
• Use frameworks and models that
simplify and translate
• Use templates to structure
complex information into
actionable recommendations

Draw on a simple model of behaviour: COM-B

Michie et al (2011) Implementation Science

Intervening: Getting it wrong
• Before suggesting interventions
• For example …
In April, UK Health Secretary threatened to prevent people
going outdoors if reports of groups out in the sun continued
1. Error 1: Polling data show despite profile in media, this
represented 2% of people and 99% of population
wanted to adhere
2. Error 2: The reason that many people were not keeping
2 metres apart was due to crowded open spaces –
problem was opportunity rather than motivation
3. Error 3: Threatened action was the wrong solution for
the wrong problem

Intervening: informed by Behavioural Insights
Question from UK Government:

Answer in 3 days: Used a Behavioural Framework
Model of behaviour

• “What are the options for
increasing adherence to
social distancing
• staying at home except for
essential journeys and work”

Intervention
content
Policy
options

Evaluated options using implementation criteria

Answer to question
• 10 options were identiﬁed for improving social distancing … within the following
types of intervention e.g.
• Education:
• be specific and give rationale

• Persuasion:
• increase perceived threat and link to positive actions, responsibility to others, tailoring

• Incentivisation:
• social approval a powerful reward

• Coercion
• Compulsion and social disapproval

• Environmental restructuring
• Community resourcing and reducing inequity

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uplo
ads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/875385/PHEBI
_Achieving_Behaviour_Change_Local_Government.pdf
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Understanding behaviour: translating data into recommendations

•Countries have access to large amounts of
complex data but differ greatly in their
resources to:
• Interpret data
• Translate data into actionable recommendations

Survey data: may be global or national

Example

WHO behavioural insights team

How to make large amounts
of complex data useable and
useful to countries?

My behavioural consultancy work
• Developed a template to
1. Structure data available in surveys
2. Interpret it according to country context
3. Translate it into policy and practice in country’s context

Template
Questions

1. How is the population
a.
b.
c.

Feeling (e.g. concern, anxiety)
Thinking (e.g. knowledge, risk perception)
Behaving (e.g. health-related behaviours, media
consumption)?

2. To what extent is the population adhering to guidance?
3. What are the influences on adherence
• Capability, Opportunity and Motivation?

Excerpt from Template: India
1. How is the population
a.
b.
c.

Feeling (e.g. concern, anxiety)
Thinking (e.g. knowledge, risk perception)
Behaving (e.g. health-related behaviours,
media consumption)

2. To what extent is the population
adhering to guidance?
3. What are the influences on adherence
• Capability, Opportunity and Motivation

Example of Top-line Summary (Kantar Omnibus survey April)
1. Provide communications from trusted sources to provide accurate information
and advice to stop the spread of the virus and also to enable people to manage
stress and worry
2. Messages need to appeal to feelings of collectivism and social norms to impact
on health and the economy
3. Internet and social media usage is high and are recommended as a tool for
communication

4. Communicate importance of, and provide resources that enable people to
adhere to lockdown measures and self-isolation if feeling unwell

Conclusion
1. Behaviour is at the heart of transmitting Covid-19 and at the heart
of suppressing it
2. To most effectively change population-wide behaviour, need to
draw on the behavioural insights
3. Models and templates are useful in
• summarising and communicating what we know accessibly
• translating scientific thinking and evidence into policy and practice

Centre for Behaviour Change resources… e.g.

www.ucl.ac.uk/behaviour-change
All proceeds from CBC teaching, training, books and products go to further development

