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1. Is Behavioural Science needed?  
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Environmental challenges 

• Carbon emissions & climate change 
• Resource depletion 
• Biodiversity loss 
• Energy sources (oil versus nuclear, 

renewables) 
• Water and food security 
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Can we change it? 

• So behaviour is important, but can we change it? 
  - Depends on the impact of the behaviour. 
  - How many people perform it. 
  - Scope for change or plasticity. 
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Some opportunities for change 

• Purchasing efficient light bulbs  
• Purchasing efficient appliances 
• Adjusting thermostat/heating 

levels 
•  Investing in insulation  
• Switching transport modes 
• Changing diet 
• Reducing littering and illegal 

dumping  
• Recycling 
• … 

6 



Do people want to be sustainable? 

• Yes: Many people report being concerned about the 
environment, like the idea of sustainable behaviour, 
and are worried about climate change (Gifford, 2011). 

• No: We still produce huge volumes of greenhouse 
gases & engage in environmentally destructive 
behaviour. 

 
= The Intention-Behaviour Gap 

Do people act sustainably? 
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Intention-behaviour gap 

• Stated preferences ≠ revealed preference (e.g., 
Bamberg & Möser, 2007; Nigbur et al., 2010) 

• This insight is key to developing effective pro-
environmental policies – changing intentions is not 
enough! 

• Attempts to enhance pro-environmental behaviour 
and to capitalise on favourable consumer attitudes 
often met with limited success. Good behavioural 
science is needed.  
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• Win-Win Situation: Energy efficiency saves money and 
saves the environment.” 

• But: consumers do not purchase energy-efficient 
products that are in their economic interest due to 
short-term costs (Allcott & Greenstone, 2012) 

The “Energy Paradox” 
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• “If you had to design a problem people don’t care 
about, it would be global warming.” (Dan Ariely) 

– Slow and far away in future 
– Distant, other people far away affected first 
– Unrelated to the present welfare of ourselves 

and our significant others. 
– Anything we do is a drop in the bucket. 
– No identifiable victim, global warming does not 

tap our emotions. 

Global Warming 
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• Structural barriers:  
– Low income, high prices, low temperature, 

transport infrastructure, recycling facilities… 
 à Could be removed by legislation. 

• Psychological barriers: 
– Overcoming these needs behavioural insights.  
– Gifford (2011) presents a “preliminary taxonomy” 

of psychological barriers.  
– He calls the psychological barriers ”The Dragons 

of Inaction“ 

Barriers to change 
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“The Dragons of Inaction” (Gifford, 2011)  

“I use dragons as a metaphor for these obstacles because 
no matter what their form or shape, Western dragons 
always seem to be blocking humans from some goal or 
aspiration.” 



“The Dragons of Inaction” (Gifford, 2011)  
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2. Behavioural concepts explaining 
behaviour 
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Behavioural concepts explaining behaviour 

1.  S1 vs S2 
2.  Hyperbolic discounting 

and present bias 
3.  Inertia & procrastination 
4.  Loss aversion 
5.  Limited attention  
6.  Ambiguity aversion 
7.  Optimism bias 
8.  Self-efficacy 
9.  Social norms 
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10. Moral intuitions 
11. Risk preferences 
12. Habits  
13. Ignorance 
14. Ideologies 
15. Discredence 
 
“These dragons are not solitary 
creatures. They certainly interact. 
Indeed, their “DNA” undoubtedly is 
shared in some cases… ” (Gifford, 
2011). 
 



• The automatic System 1 is 
evolutionary older. It uses real-
world experience as input.  

• The reflective System  2 is 
evolutionary younger. It can deal 
with abstract thoughts such as 
climate change.  

• System 1 barriers to environmental 
behaviours might be different than 
System 2 barriers.  

The ancient brain: Two Systems 
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~ Overvaluing present & undervaluing future  

• Sacrifices/Costs are in the present.  
• Environmental benefits:  

– In the future (large but heavily discounted).  
– Uncertain.  
– Happening somewhere else, i.e. spatial discounting 

(Gifford et al., 2009). 
• E.g. discounting lifetime running cost when buying 

appliances.  
 

Hyperbolic discounting 
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• People must make an active (burdensome) choice.  
• Sometimes this is called an “effort tax.” 
• When decisions are complex and difficult, people are 

more likely to stick with the default, which is often not 
green.  

• Environmental choices are often 
not simple, they might include 
complex trade-offs (e.g. cost now, 
benefits later). 

Inertia and procrastination 
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~ Losses loom larger than gains (defined relative to 
a reference point). “If I have it, I won‘t give it away”  

• Example: Green option: $200 more upfront but 
saves $210 over five years.  

– Gray default: Focus on the immediate loss 
– Green default: Focus on the eventual loss of 

$210.  

Loss Aversion 
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~ People dislike ill-defined probabilities (uncertainty), 
while well-known probabilities (risk) are ok (Ellsberg 
paradox).  

• Perceived or real uncertainty reduces the frequency of 
pro-environmental behaviour in public good games.  

•  Individuals tend to interpret any sign of uncertainty as 
reason to act selfishly. 

• Justification for inaction or postponed action  
• (True) Phrases such as “likely” or “very likely” might 

increase uncertainty à Underestimation of risk.  

Ambiguity Aversion 
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~ Affect is the wellspring of action (Peters and Slovic, 
2000), particularly worry and fear. 

• There is no affective response to radon contamination, 
coastal plains flooding, or climate change. 

• Without sufficiently strong visceral reactions to many 
environmental risks, people cannot be expected to be 
motivated to take corrective actions spontaneously. 

Insufficient Visceral Reactions to 
Environmental Risks  
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~Belief that one is less at risk than other 
people.  

• Optimism can be beneficial and 
protective of mental and physical health 
(Taylor et al., 2000). 

• Can lead to lower estimates of 
environmental risk & hazards posed by 
climate change (e.g. Weinstein et al., 
1988; Pahl et al., 2005) 

Optimism Bias 
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~ Belief the individual can’t do anything about it. 

• Belief that the effect of personal actions on the 
environment is marginal. 

• Related is Fatalism: “Nothing can be done anyway.”  
• Very consequentialist (neither should we vote).  
• Perceived behavioural control can be a strong predictor 

of travel mode (public vs. private). 

Perceived behavioural control & self-efficacy. 
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~ People compare their actions with others’ actions 
(Festinger, 1954) and derive social norms from others. 

•  It might be the social norm to waste energy. 
•  If one is below average, energy use might be increased 

to fit the norm (Schultz et al., 2007). 
• Perceived inequity. “Why should I change if they won’t?”  

Social Norms  
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Moral Intuitions 

~ First we automatically “know“ what is right/wrong (S1); 
then we find reasons as to why this is the case (S2).  

• Climate change fails to activate moral intuitions 
(Markowitz & Shariff, 2012) 

– It is complex, large-scale, unintentionally caused, 
and not viewed as a top priority (only 26% in US). 

 
à Requires moral reasoning (in S2), effortful 
consideration of temporally and spatially distant events 
to generate a moral imperative; that’s tough. 
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~ The tendency to indulge yourself for doing 
something virtuous (Doing good on Monday 
so I can do bad on Tuesday) 
 
• Low-cost hypothesis: Some behaviours 

are easier to adopt than others but have 
little impact. 

• Pro-environmental intent may not 
correspond with pro-environmental impact 
(Stern, 2000). 

• E.g. Linen shopping bag, but SUV. 

Moral Licensing 
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Habits 

• Habits are extremely resistant to change.  
• Habitual behaviours such as the use of cars and 

fossil fuel heating are very resistant to permanent 
change, & change slowly. 

• Habits are less strong during life changes.  
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• Not being aware of the problem (only few) 
• Being aware of the problem (most), but not aware of: 

– Cause of climate change.  
– Extent of climate change.  
– Magnitude of the problem. 
– Specific actions to take. 
– How to carry out these actions. 
– Benefits each action may have. 

Ignorance 
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Ideologies 

• Capitalistic world view: Belief in freedom of the 
commons à devastation of environmental resources. 

• Suprahuman powers: Deity or Mother Nature. Trust 
that God will ensure protection. 

• Technosalvation: Technology will solve problems of 
climate change, geoengineering (e.g. artificial trees, 
algae coating buildings)  

• System justification: Defend & justify the societal 
status quo. 
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Political Ideologies / Party Affiliations 

• Conservatives less concerned than liberals about 
climate change. 

• Liberals base moral priorities on harm & fairness, 
conservatives also focus on in-group loyalty, authority 
respect, & purity/sanctity (Haidt & Graham, 2007) 

• To liberals: Harms to current/future generations 
• To conservatives: “Need to belong” 
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Discredence 

• Mistrust: If people do not trust scientists & government, 
people won’t change their behaviour.  

• Perceived program inadequacy: Belief that program 
won’t help. 

• Denial: A significant minority view climate change as 
invented by scientists “pursuing a phantom issue”.  
– Terror management theory suggests that people 
may deny the problem because it is a reminder of 
their mortality (Vess & Arndt, 2008).  

• Reactance: React against scientific advice or policy 
viewed as threatening freedom: 
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3. Behavioural Policies and the 
Environment 
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MINDSPACE 

MINDSPACE 



MINDSPACE 



Behavioural policies to change behaviour 

1.  Feedback  
2.  Social Comparisons  
3.  Defaults 
4.  Framing 
5.  Social Norms  
6.  Feedback 
7.  Expand group identity 
8.  Make moral values 

salient 
9.  Attract attention 
10. Make it intuitive 

11. Green to be seen & 
conspicuous conservation 

12. Moral licensing  
13. The Rebound Effect  
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Feedback: Smart Meters 
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• Smart grids allow consumers to see their electricity use 
in real time.  

• EU aim: By 2020, smart grids in 80% of households. 



• Opower’s Home Energy Reporting Program 

• 2-3% reductions in use are possible. 
• Descriptive norm: How you are doing compared to 

others 

Feedback + Social comparisons 
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•  Injunctive norm: Smiley (to ommit boomerang effect) 

Feedback + Social comparisons 
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~ Defaults establish what happens if people do nothing.  

• See Sunstein & Reisch (2014) “Automatically Green“ 
  
• Powerful, cheap, unavoidable, maintain freedom of 

choice, don’t change behaviour when preferences are 
“strong“ 

 

Green Defaults 
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• Reluctance to accept smart meters in home.  
• Framing of the question:  

– “Do you want to install a smart meter?“ 
– “No, I would not like to have a smart meter with 

remote control installed in my home” 
• The acceptance rate is higher if offered as an “optout” 

frame. 
 
• à “Campaigners therefore should choose a framing 

only after careful consideration.” 

Green Default + Framing: Smart Meters 
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Green Default: Printing 
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• “Print on front and back” as default (Sunstein & Reisch) 
– At Rutgers University: 44% reduction of sheets 

printed.  
– Swedish University: 15% drop in paper consumption.  

• Saving trees by default (inudgeyou.com) 
– Digitalise education (e.g. Assignments) 

Green Default: Printing 
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• Most households remain in the basic tariff of the energy 
provider, even though the basic tariff is more expensive 

Green Default: Green Energy 
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• OECD: 
–  Minus 1C à reduction in heating costs  
–  Minus 2C à much smaller reduction in costs 
(Sunstein & Reisch, 2014) 

Green Default: Thermostat 
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Old Energy Performance Certificate 

47 



New: Clear communication of savings 
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1.  Behaviour matters 
2.  We know many psychological barriers.  
3.  We have some idea how to encourage eco-friendly 

behaviour, but we need to find more behavioural and 
non-behavioural ways to promote sustainable 
behaviour.  

Conclusion 
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