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Who are we?
• Researchers, consultants, 

trainers & practitioners in 
behaviour change 

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

• Global network of > 4,000 
contacts

Activities include
• International Schools; 

online short course
• Annual Conference
• MSc in Behaviour Change
• Hubs for exchanging skills, 

ideas, resources
• Environment & Behaviour 
• Digi-hub

https://www.futurelearn.
com/courses/behaviour-
change-interventions

https://www.google.com/imgres?imgurl=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.ucl.ac.uk%2Fpals%2Fsites%2Fpals%2Ffiles%2Fstyles%2Fnon_responsive%2Fpublic%2Fsm4.jpg%3Fitok%3Ds06GJhFl&imgrefurl=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.ucl.ac.uk%2Fpals%2Fresearch%2Fclinical-educational-and-health-psychology%2Fresearch-groups%2Fhealth-psychology-research-21&tbnid=6iwKz64TpuLpEM&vet=12ahUKEwjx7tut9qz4AhVJlxoKHYDlC7EQMygHegUIARCcAQ..i&docid=J-EsYlM3VK8NGM&w=360&h=240&q=susan%20michie&client=firefox-b-d&ved=2ahUKEwjx7tut9qz4AhVJlxoKHYDlC7EQMygHegUIARCcAQ
https://www.futurelearn.com/courses/behaviour-change-interventions


This talk

1. Why are models useful?
2. Which models?
3. A simple yet comprehensive model: COM-B
4. Using this model in designing interventions in 

their contexts



World Health Organization

I want to make behavioural insights 
an essential part of how we promote 
and ensure better health for all. 

Tedros, WHO Director-
General January 2022

As the global public health leader, WHO cannot 
achieve its ambitious goal of transforming global 
health and the health of more than 7 billion people 
without a clear understanding of people’s health-
related behaviours



What is Behavioural Science?

• The scientific study of behaviour
• what enables it 
• what prevents it
• how best to elicit and maintain it.  

• It involves 
• collecting and analysing data 
• synthesising evidence
• building models and theories to predict behaviour 
• developing & evaluating interventions to influence it.



Why models?

1. Modelling is one of the most important activities in science.
2. Without models, scientists can easily fool themselves into thinking that 

they have understood and explained phenomena when they have not 
3. Models are needed to develop explanations in terms of principles and 

mechanisms beyond the surface of observables. 
4. Just as microscopes and telescopes help scientists to see better, 

models help scientists to think better.



Models and theories

• Models are representations of the world – they 
describe

• Theories explain as well as describe the world
• Behavioural models and theories represent …

• behaviours and how they relate to their material 
and social context…



Multidisciplinary definition of theory

“A set of concepts and/or statements which 
specify how phenomena relate to each other. 

Theory provides an organising description of 
a system that accounts for what is known, 
and explains and predicts phenomena.”          



“He who loves practice without theory is like the 
sailor who boards ship without a rudder and 
compass and never knows where he may cast”

Leonardo Da Vinci, 1452-1519

The usefulness of theory/ models

Kurt Lewin, 1951

“There is nothing more
practical than 

a good theory”



Relevance for interventions to change behaviour?

• How things relate to each other
• ‘things’ - behaviours, thoughts, emotions, environmental 

and social variables
• In relation to interventions

• How they “work” i.e. achieve their effects
• mechanisms of action
• ‘mediators’

• Why they vary
• across population, setting, type of behavioural target
• ‘moderators’ or ‘modifying variables’



Grand vs mid-level vs small theories

• Grand
• high level of abstraction, makes generalisations that 

apply across multiple divergent contexts
• E.g. Theory of Evolution

• Mid-level
• provide specific rules that can be applied to predict or 

control particular situations
• E.g. Theory of Planned Behaviour

• Small
• Working models, informal theories

• E.g. study or programme theories



Using models and theory help in …

1. Building knowledge about behaviour change
1. Summarises current state of knowledge
2. Structures thinking and guides research
3. Provides a framework to facilitate

• accumulation of evidence
• communication across research groups

2. Developing effective interventions to enable behaviour change
1. Helps identify

1. barriers of, and facilitators to, change 
2. mechanisms of action
3. conditions/context necessary for their success

2. Facilitates learning from those efforts 



There is a plethora of existing theories/models of behaviour
• A systematic review identified 83 theories
• Most are only partial and many overlap 
• Constructs and relationships are rarely clearly specified
• Different words may be used to describe the same things or 

the same words may describe different things

Which models and theories?

Michie et al (2014) 
ABC of behaviour change theories.



Database of 76 theories represented by ontologies
A searchable database at:
https://theory-database.appspot.com/

Search by:
1. Name of theory/model
2. Name of construct
3. Type of relationship between 

constructs 

Papers reporting the work
West et al (2019) Nature Human Behaviour
Hale et al (2020) Wellcome Open Research

https://theory-database.appspot.com/


Example: Social Norms Theory



Understand the behaviour in context

•Why are behaviours as they are?
•What needs to change for the desired behaviour/s 
to occur?

•Answering this is helped by a model of behaviour …



The COM-B model: Behaviour occurs as an 
interaction between three necessary conditions



The COM-B model: Behaviour occurs as an 
interaction between three necessary conditions

Psychological or physical ability to 
enact the behaviour

Reflective and automatic mechanisms that 
activate or inhibit behaviour

Physical and social environment that 
enables the behaviour

Michie et al (2011) Implementation Science



To understand behaviour …
• For each behaviour, what needs to change?
• Capability?

• Do they have the knowledge and/or skills?
• Opportunity?

• Do they have the time & equipment?
• Motivation?

• Do they think it is important?
• Do they feel engaged and valued in the 

process?
• Do they need to change entrenched 

habits?



Steps for enabling behaviour change



Case Study 1: applying COM-B to solving a problem …

• High levels of hospital-acquired infections 
– globally

• Hospital nurses not disinfecting their 
hands appropriately

Hand Hygiene in hospitals



Behaviours don’t occur in isolation

•… facilitate and compete with each 
other
• within and between individuals
• influenced by their social and material 

world
•Understanding the system of behaviours 

and the influences on them is the 
starting point for identifying where best 
to intervene and how

Managers 
washing 
hands and 
observing

Kitchen staff



2004-2011

?

Opportunity

Motivation

Capability

Alcohol hand rub beside every bed

Persuasive posters
Encouraging patients to ask

No intervention

UK

http://81.144.177.110/cleanyourhands


Nurses have the capability to clean their hands but not to 
• pay attention to this behaviour over other competing behaviours
• develop 

• routines for noticing when they don’t clean their hands and 
• plans for acting in future 

Train staff to set goals, observe their behaviour, develop action plans 
on the basis of feedback

Developed by behavioural scientists, based on behavioural theory

Capability



Evaluation: findings from 60 wards in 16 
hospitals

Use of soap and alcohol hand rub tripled from 21.8 to 
59.8 ml per patient bed day1

Rates of MRSA bacteraemia and C difficile infection 
decreased1

Giving 1-1 feedback led to staff being 13-18% more 
likely to clean their hands2

1. Stone et al. BMJ, 2012. 2. Fuller et al. PLoS One, 2012



Case Study 2: adapting COM-B to immunisation …



Adapting …



Enabling behaviour change is helped by …

A model of behaviour for 
understanding behaviour in its 
context

linked to …… 

A framework for designing 
interventions and policies to 
change behaviour 



Steps for enabling behaviour change



Frameworks simplify 
complexity



Frameworks of behaviour change

• Systematic literature review identified 19 frameworks of 
behaviour change interventions and policies
• related to health, environment, culture change, social marketing etc.
• none met criteria of comprehensive, coherent, linked to model    

of behavior                                       
• So …. Synthesised the 19 frameworks 
• ‘The Behaviour Change Wheel’

Michie et al (2011) The Behaviour Change Wheel: a new method for characterising 
and designing behaviour change interventions, Implementation Science.



Behaviour at the hub …. COM-B



Nine intervention types



Add policies to 
maintain change 
long-term



Intervention functions

Policies: 
• generated by authorities 
• maintain change long-term

Seven policies options



The Behaviour Change Wheel

COM-B Model

Intervention Types

Policy Options



Questions to ask to understand and change behaviour

• For each behaviour, what 
needs to change?

• Capability?
• Do they have the knowledge and/or 

skills?

• Opportunity?
• Do they have the time & equipment?

• Motivation?
• Do they think it is important?
• Do they feel engaged and valued in 

the process?
• Do they need to change entrenched 

habits?

Types of Intervention likely to 
be effective
• Capability

• Education
• Training
• Guidelines

• Opportunity
• Environmental restructuring
• Restrictions

• Motivation
• Persuasion
• Incentivisation
• Coercion (e.g. fines)



This talk



Behaviour change techniques (BCTs)

• Have the potential to be the ‘active 
ingredients’ of an intervention

• Aim to be the smallest components that 
on their own can bring about change

• Observable and replicable 
• Can be used alone or in combination



BCT Taxonomy v1: 93 items in 16 groupings



first screen shows 8 of  16 groupings; 
second screen shows the BCTs for  grouping 1 (Goals and Planning); 
third screen shows the definition, examples and notes for BCT1.1 (goal setting (behaviour)) 

https://apps.apple.com/us/app/bct-taxonomy/id871193535

BCTTv1 App: illustrative screenshots

https://apps.apple.com/us/app/bct-taxonomy/id871193535


Which BCTs to use for each intervention type …
https://apps.apple.com/us/app/
bct-taxonomy/id871193535

https://apps.apple.com/us/app/bct-taxonomy/id871193535


Selecting appropriate  intervention types/BCTs for your setting: APEASE criteria

Affordability 
Practicability 
Effectiveness/cost-effectiveness 
Acceptability

• public
• professional
• political 

Side-effects/safety 
Equity



Summary: Key steps in intervention design…

1. Identify your target behaviour precisely
• Who needs to do what, when, where, how

2. Recognise that behaviours are part of a system 
• of other behaviours within and between people

3. Understand the behaviour in context
• A good behavioural diagnosis is more likely to lead to 

effective interventions
4. Use  frameworks to guide the intervention                            

e.g. the Behaviour Change Wheel



Key steps continued

5. Specific behaviour change techniques
• Taxonomy of 93 behaviour change techniques           

(Michie et al, 2013, 2015) 

6. Select techniques for local context using 
APEASE criteria



Step by step guides …

https://www.ucl.ac.uk/behaviour-change/resources/achieving-
behaviour-change-guides-local-and-national-government-and-partners

https://silverbackpublishing.org/products/behaviour-change-wheel

https://www.ucl.ac.uk/behaviour-change/resources/achieving-behaviour-change-guides-local-and-national-government-and-partners


Resources

All proceeds go to further development

https://www.ucl.ac.uk/behaviour-
change/resources/achieving-behaviour-change-
guides-local-and-national-government-and-partners

FREE!

www.ucl.ac.uk/behaviour-change

https://www.futurelearn.com/courses/
behaviour-change-interventions/1

https://www.ucl.ac.uk/behaviour-change/resources/achieving-behaviour-change-guides-local-and-national-government-and-partners
http://www.ucl.ac.uk/behaviour-change
https://www.futurelearn.com/courses/behaviour-change-interventions/1


Questions and Discussion
Further details 

s.michie@ucl.ac.uk

www.ucl.ac.uk/behaviour-change/
@UCLBehaveChange

mailto:s.michie@ucl.ac.uk
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