09/01/2026 Behavioural science

Behavioural science

What behavioural science is and how it can be applied to complex behavioural issues.

First published 5 July 2024

Behavioural science studies how people act by collecting and analysing data to draw broad
conclusions, develop theories and make predictions. It combines insights from disciplines such as
psychology, sociology, economics and neuroscience (Hagger and others, 2020).

By understanding when and why people act in a certain way, targeted and effective interventions
can be designed to change behaviour. Behavioural science has been successfully applied to
complex behavioural issues like unhealthy diets, sedentary lifestyles and smoking.

There are dozens of models and theories connected to field of behavioural science. This piece of
work used the behaviour change wheel (BCW) as the underpinning framework (Michie and others,
2014).

The BCW is a synthesis of 19 behavioural science frameworks from many disciplines and sectors.
It offers a systematic, step-by-step approach to understanding complex problems and developing

system level interventions to change behaviour. Each step draws on multiple sources of evidence
including academic research, practitioner evidence and lived experienced.

Steps in the process

Step one —identify and select target behaviours

¢ Define problem and desired outcome.
e Generate long list of behaviours.

e Select target behaviours.

e Specify target behaviours.

At the start of any behaviour change project, a problem will be presented that needs to be
understood in behavioural terms. This involves identifying the behaviours associated with the
problem and who is doing them.
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There can be hundreds of behaviours connected to a particular problem. A prioritisation process
therefore needs to happen to decide which behaviours will be the target for change.

Behaviours can be prioritised based on which ones are likely to have the greatest impact on the
desired outcome. For example, which changed behaviours are most likely to reduce sexism and
misogyny within policing contexts.

Step two — undertake a behavioural diagnosis

¢ Identify COM-B influences.
e Select influences to target.

Once target behaviours have been selected, the next step is to ‘diagnose’ what is preventing or
enabling them to occur (influences on behaviour). Doctors would not usually prescribe a treatment
for a patient without first diagnosing the condition. In the same way, professionals seeking to
address behavioural problems need to find out what underlies these before designing interventions.

The COM-B (capability, opportunity, motivation, behaviour) model is used to structure the
diagnosis. It notes that for any behaviour to occur, the person must:

1. be psychologically and physically capable of doing it (including a person’s understanding,
confidence, skills and agility)

2. have the physical and social opportunity to do it (including time, and resources, as well as social
support and cultural norms)

3. be more motivated to do that thing at that moment than any other competing behaviour
(including a person’s values, intentions, desires and habits)

Relevant theories of human behaviour should be reviewed during the diagnosis stage. For
example, theories of social identity suggest that people can do things to fit in with the group or
conform to socially prescribed roles (Tajfel and others, 1979; Pitt and Fox, 2012).

At the end of this step, the influences on a given behaviour should be clearly understood and
categorised as capability, opportunity and motivation.

Step three — design the interventions

e Map intervention types onto influences.
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e Generate intervention ideas.
¢ Build packages of interventions.

In the BCW there are nine broad intervention types to choose from (see Table 1).

Some of the intervention types are better suited to certain COM-B influences than others. They
should be selected on that basis — interventions should directly target what is preventing or

enabling a behaviour.

For example, if the behavioural diagnosis identifies a skills deficit (capability) as a barrier to
behaviour change, then a training intervention may be best placed to address it. If a lack of senior
commitment is the problem (social opportunity), then a role-modelling intervention might be more

suitable.
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Most interventions designed to change behaviour draw on multiple intervention types.

For example, a mass media campaign on crime reduction may use a combination of education,
modelling and persuasion. Hostage negotiation skills training may use a combination of training,
education and modelling.

Step four —implement and evaluate change

¢ Prioritise implementation options across multiple levels.
e Develop implementation and evaluation plans.

The last step involves preparing for implementation. The way an intervention is implemented
depends on the organisation’s resources, remit, and infrastructure. For example, educational
material about how sexism manifests in police contexts could be shared via guidelines, a
communications campaign or in face-to-face sessions. The evidence may suggest that face-to-face
sessions are most effective, yet the organisation would need to consider whether this is a feasible
route to implementation.

Once implementation options have been agreed and specified, plans for piloting and evaluating the
interventions can devised. Only through effective evaluation is it possible to say whether an
intervention has successfully changed behaviour.
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