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“Drawing on the most recent evidence, 
the full report sets out the most robust 
effects that influence individual 
behaviour; demonstrates how these 
have been, or could be, applied to major 
policy issues; and considers the practical 
implications and political concerns about 
applying these methods. By applying 
these advances to the real challenges 
that government and communities face 
today, it tries to answer the ‘so what?’ 
question for policy-makers.”



In broad terms, there are two ways of thinking about 
changing behaviour. The first is based on influencing 
what people consciously think about. We might call 
this the ‘rational’ or ‘cognitive’ model....The contrasting 
model of shaping behaviour focuses on the more 
automatic processes of judgment and influence. This 
shifts the focus of attention away from facts and 
information, and towards altering the context within 
which people act. 

Broadly speaking, we can focus on ‘changing minds’ or 
‘changing the context’

Changing 
Behaviour



“....we also know that providing information per 
se often has surprisingly modest and sometimes 
unintended impacts when it attempts to change 
individuals’ behaviour. For example, one meta-
analysis of pro-environmental behaviours reported 
that at least 80% of the factors influencing 
behaviour did not result from knowledge or 
awareness. And information is obviously important 
in its own right, as it leads to more fully informed 
consumers and citizens—even if the information 
has no direct effect on behaviour. In terms of policy-
making, initial studies suggest that the introduction 
of calorie labelling in New York created no discernable 
change in consumption.”

Limits to 
Information



Discussion document – not a statement of government policy

2. MINDSPACE: A user’s guide to what 

affects our behaviour

The elements described here are those that we consider to be the most robust 

effects that operate largely, but not exclusively, on automatic effects. They illustrate 

some of the main ways that individuals, communities and policy-makers can 

influence behaviour. We do not claim to cover all of the possible effects on 

behaviour, and we do not deal with more traditional interventions that rely on

legislation and regulation.

We outline nine robust influences on human behaviour and change. These 

principles are underpinned by considerable research from the fields of social 

psychology and behavioural economics. They are therefore presented as the most 

robust effects that policy-makers should understand and, if appropriate, use. 

However, this abridged version can only give a short summary of these effects, 

and we recommend turning to the full report for more details.

We have arranged the effects according to the acronym MINDSPACE.

Messenger 
we are heavily influenced by who communicates information

Incentives  
our responses to incentives are shaped by predictable mental 

shortcuts, such as strongly avoiding losses 

Norms  
we are strongly influenced by what others do

Defaults 
we ‘go with the flow’ of pre-set options

Salience 
our attention is drawn to what is novel and seems relevant to us

Priming 
our acts are often influenced by sub-conscious cues

Affect 
our emotional associations can powerfully shape our actions

Commitments we seek to be consistent with our public promises, and 

reciprocate acts

Ego 

we act in ways that make us feel better about ourselves

Messenger

We are heavily influenced by who communicates information

Our response to a message depends greatly on the reactions we have to the 

source of that information. We are affected by the perceived authority of the 

messenger (whether formal or informal): we are more likely to act on information if 

experts deliver it, but also if the messenger has demographic and behavioural 

similarities to ourselves. We are also affected by the feelings we have towards the 

messenger, so that someone who has developed a dislike of government 

interventions may be less likely to listen to messages they perceive have come 

from ‘the government’.

These principles are
underpinned by 
considerable research 
from the fields of 
social psychology and 
behavioural economics.



Messenger
We are heavily influenced by who 
communicates information

• We are affected by the authority of the messenger 
• We are more likely to act on information if experts 

deliver it, but also if the messenger has demographic 
and behavioural similarities to ourselves. 

• We are affected by the feelings we have towards the 
messenger.

• Someone who has developed a dislike of government 
interventions may be less likely to listen to messages 
they perceive have come from ‘the government’.
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Incentives
We often take mental shortcuts to 
avoid losses

• The impact of incentives depends on factors like the 
how big the incentive is and when it happens. 

• We usually prefer smaller, more immediate payoffs to 
larger, more distant ones. 

• Paying people to undertake an activity may reduce 
feelings that the activity is worthwhile in itself, 
making them less likely to do it for free in the future.
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Norms
We tend to do what those around us 
are already doing

• Social and cultural norms are the behavioural 
expectations, or rules, within a society or group. 

• Some social norms have a powerful automatic effect 
on behaviour (e.g. being quiet in a library). 

• Behavioural interventions that use social norms 
have been successful in many ways, and most are 
based on telling people what other people do in a 
similar situation.
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Defaults
We ‘go with the flow’ of pre-set 
options

• Defaults are the options that are pre-selected if an 
individual does not make an active choice. 

• We accept the default setting, even if it has 
significant consequences. 

• Changing the default option can influence people’s 
behaviour without limiting their individual choice.
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Salience
Our attention is drawn to what 
seems important to us
• We are influenced by what we are drawn to. 
• In our everyday lives, we are bombarded with stimuli 

and we unconsciously filter out information to cope. 
• People are more likely to register stimuli that are novel 

(messages in flashing lights), accessible (items on sale 
next to checkouts) and simple (a snappy slogan). 
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Priming
Our acts are often influenced by 
sub-conscious cues
• People behave differently if they have been ‘primed’ by 

certain cues beforehand 
• Many things can act as primes, including words, 

sights and smells. 
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Affect
Emotional associations can 
powerfully shape our actions

• Emotional responses to words, images and events 
can be rapid and automatic, so people can experience 
a behavioural reaction before they realise what they 
are reacting to. 

• Moods and emotional reactions often override 
reason, resulting in decisions that appear contrary to 
logic or self-interest. 

• People in good moods make unrealistically optimistic 
judgements; those in bad moods make unrealistically 
pessimistic ones.
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Commitment
We seek to be consistent with our 
promises and reciprocate acts
• Commitments usually become more effective as the 

costs for failure increase
• The very act of writing a commitment can increase the 

likelihood of it being fulfilled
• We have a strong instinct for reciprocity, which means 

that, for example, accepting a gift acts as a powerful 
commitment to return the favour at some point (why 
free samples in marketing are so popular)
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Ego 

We act in ways that make us feel 
better about ourselves
• We tend to behave in a way that supports the 

impression of a positive self-image. 
• When things go well in our lives, we attribute it to 

ourselves; when they go badly, it’s the fault of other 
people, or the situation.

• When people make initial small changes to their 
behaviour, they try to align their ego with the new 
action. 
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Messenger
How can we customize 
the messanger to build 
trust with the client?

Incentives
How can we create 
incentives that make our 
client an easy option for 
people?

Norms
How can we show our 
client as the choice that 
everyone is making?

Affect
How can we create an 
emotional connection 
between people and the 
client?

Commitment
How can we make 
people  more committed 
to the client with this 
campaign?

Ego 

How can we make 
people feel better about 
themselves on behalf of 
the client?

Defaults
How can we help people 
see our client as part of 
their normal ‘flow’?

Salience 
How can we help peopl 
see our client’s work at 
relevant and important 
to people?

Priming
How can we create sub-
conscious cues that 
help people connect and 
support our client?

MINDSCAPE: robust effects that have been repeatedly found to have strong impacts on behaviour



PERSONA MINDSPACE

Messenger
we are heavily influenced by who communicates information

Incentives
our responses to incentives are shaped by predictable mental 
shortcuts, such as strongly avoiding losses 

Norms
we are strongly influenced by what others do 

Defaults
we ‘go with the flow’ of pre-set options  

Salience
our attention is drawn to what is novel and seems relevant to us 

Priming
our acts are often influenced by sub-conscious cues (built 
environment, servicescape) 

Affect 
our emotional associations can powerfully shape our actions 

Commitment
we seek to be consistent with our public promises, and reciprocate acts

Ego
we act in ways that make us feel better about ourselves 

100 IDEAS

CONCEPT(S)

BRAINSTORM QUESTION
How can .................................... gain a better-understanding of 

...................................................................................... and become an 

advocate of it so the Office of Green Infrastructure is able to    

......................................................................................................................

........................................................................................................................

........................................................................................................................

........................................................................................................................

....................................................................................................................... 

[persona]

[achieve goal]

... or write your own:
...may embody a theme, 
a design principle, 
requirements, an 
opportunity area or any
insight from research

Wild ideation focused on 
creating a new service, using 
the brainstorm question as a 
prompt. Go for quantity! 
Start individually and then 
share back inside the team.

Teams vote for (one or three) 
key idea(s) for a new service 
(broad concept). Aggregate 
ideas together. Illustrate the 
main concept, give it a title 
and short description.

Refine the concept(s) using the MINDSPACE framework.

[aspect(s) of green infrastructure]


