
 

BEHAVIOUR CHANGE STRATEGY FOR LOCAL AUTHORITIES 

 

BACKGROUND - Why Behaviour Change? 

Although local authorities have always sought to change behaviour among residents, there has 

been an increased focus on this approach recently, as budgets are squeezed and the demands 

upon them escalate.  Even if ever more spending on traditional service delivery could be 

sustained, there is a growing recognition that it could not deliver the step changes needed to 

improve outcomes in many policy areas.  According to the Cabinet Office Strategy Unit: “The 

achievement of major policy outcomes requires greater engagement and participation from 

citizens – ‘government can’t do it alone’ – than traditional ways of delivering public services.”1.  

The current financial climate has added impetus to the search for alternative means of improving 

outputs, while maintaining or reducing spending on services.  A Society for Local Authority Chief 

Executives (SOLACE) publication states that: 

“Being able to change public behaviour is going to be one of very few tools in the kit to minimize 

the impact of budget cuts in the UK.”2  

and the National Audit Office Strategy to 2013 agrees: 

“…government faces broader challenges such as changing demographics and an ageing 
population, public health and lifestyle issues, and climate change and sustainability. These 
challenges are likely to require a range of solutions, including encouraging citizen behaviour 
change, and government departments will need to work across traditional boundaries, and with 
a range of local providers.”3 
 

The case for a behaviour change approach to policy-making is increasingly being made by 
national political leaders in all parties, with the Conservatives in particular committed 
to embedding this approach throughout government, should they win the election in May. 

David Cameron, Prime Minister, on health behaviour changes:  “We need to promote more 

responsible behaviour and encourage people to make the right choices about what they eat, 

drink and do in their leisure time.”….. “ Local authorities will have the job of prescribing the right 

solutions for their area – and we’ll reward them for the results they achieve.”4 

George Osborne, Chancellor: “Evidence from behavioural economics and social psychology can't 
only help us meet our goals more effectively, it can also help us to achieve them more cheaply, 
and without intrusive and burdensome regulations.”5 

                                                           
1 ‘Personal Responsibility and Changing Behaviour: The State of Knowledge and its Implications for Public Policy’, Cabinet Office Publication by 
the Strategy Unit, 2004 
2 Clive Grace and Joe Simpson ‘Challenging Behaviour’, Solace Foundation Imprint, Edited by Katherine Kerswell & Sue Goss, October 2009. 
3 National Audit Office Strategy 2010-11 to 2012-13.  National Audit Office (2009). 
4 Foreword to ‘A Healthier Nation’, Conservative Policy Green Paper Number 12.  (January 2010) 
5 Guardian online, 28 January 2010: http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/2010/jan/28/we-can-make-you-behave 
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David Miliband, Shadow Foreign Secretary: “People do not always trust the central state to 

spend money effectively on citizens’ behalf. It can feel distant and bureaucratic. That is why I 

believe we have to devolve money down to the lowest possible level. Sometimes that will be to 

the individual—whether that is direct payments and individual budgets in health and social care. 

Sometimes it will be the neighbourhood...”6 

How can behaviours be changed? 

The traditional way for governments, local or national, to change the behaviour of their citizens, 

has been through legislation, regulation, fiscal measures and information, but when it comes to 

promoting pro-social behaviours (rather than simply preventing undesirable ones), a more 

complex approach is required.  Psychologists and social scientists have been studying the drivers 

of behaviour for many years, but the models they have developed have only recently begun to 

be adopted by policy makers in a wider context than health behaviours. 

In the Government Social Research (GSR) Behaviour Change Knowledge Review, Andrew 

Darnton states:  

“..these[social-psychological]models provide the theoretical basis for the behaviour change 

agenda – nowadays, when people in policy circles talk of behaviour change models, they tend to 

mean social-psychological models.”7 

Social-psychological models recognise what much of traditional policy-making does not – that 

people do not make decisions or act solely on a rational basis.  Information may or may not 

change attitudes and changed attitudes do not necessarily lead to changed behaviour.8 As a 

simple example – most of us know that exercising is good for us: that it will make us fitter, 

healthier and even happier, but how many of us actually exercise regularly?  

“Several decades of research have conclusively shown that knowledge alone often fails to change 

behaviour.”9 

It is clear that factors other than information and knowledge are involved, and it is in 

understanding what those factors are, and designing policy interventions to target them, that we 

have a greater chance of influencing behaviours. 

 

 

                                                           
6 Miliband, D. (2008) Prospect Magazine, October, issue 151 http://www.prospectmagazine.co.uk/2008/10/davidmiliband/ 
7 ‘GSR Behaviour Change Knowledge Review – Practical Guide: An Overview of behaviour change models and their uses ’, by Andrew Darnton, 
Centre for Sustainable Development, University of Westminster, 2008. 
8 See e.g. Paschal Sheeran, ‘Intention—Behavior Relations: A Conceptual and Empirical Review’, European Review of Social Psychology, Volume 

12, 2002. 
9 ‘Personal Responsibility and Changing Behaviour: The State of Knowledge and its Implications for Public Policy’, Cabinet Office Publication by 
the Strategy Unit, 2004 
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WHAT POPULUS OFFERS - A Tailored Approach  

“I was very impressed with the work that Populus did with us. They are a very professional research 

organisation, but in addition, they really got and responded to our need to understand how we can 

influence our residents’ behaviour.  As a result of their work we have been able to develop a number of 

tangible business cases that deliver real benefits for our residents.”  

 Paul Najsarek, Project Leader, Better Together  

“What Populus have done for us has been very valuable.  Through an approach that integrated 

behaviour change theory with an understanding of local issues gained from high quality research, they 

were able to provide concrete, practical recommendations for action.” 

Dr Andrew Howe, Director of Public Health, Harrow 

Populus employs high quality social research methods and an advanced knowledge of behaviour 

change models and techniques, to develop a tailored approach to behaviour change among your 

local population and relevant sub-segments. 

“...what works with one group won’t with another.  Segmentation and targeting are all-

important.”  “Understanding both ‘actors’ and ‘actions’ is essential to designing effective 

interventions; imprecision on either aspect can lead to blanket approaches being adopted.”10 

“...identifying the different audience groups to be engaged is the starting point for designing 

interventions, at the same time as specifying the target behaviour.  These two activities cannot 

very well be separated, as understanding behaviour involves understanding the population 

whose behaviour it is.”11 

Behaviour change initiatives cannot simply be transferred from one locality or country to 

another.  To adapt behaviour change models and strategy to your local population, Populus 

conducts qualitative and quantitative research among your residents and targeted sub-groups, 

to identify the personal and local environmental factors influencing specific behaviours.  The 

intelligence gained from research is used to instruct the development of the relevant mix of 

psychological, social, environmental, economic and other factors to be addressed by 

interventions, to influence behaviour change.  

The research provides essential insight to understanding: 

¶ Aspects of the lifestyles and experiences of target communities  and what might motivate 

them to change 

¶ What problems residents encounter in making specific changes 

¶ What are the perceived gains and losses in changing the behaviour 

                                                           
10 Darnton, A. (2008) ‘Practical Guide: An overview of behavior change models and their uses’. Government Social Research Unit, HM Treasury. 
11 Mulgan, G. (February 2010) ‘Influencing Public Behaviour to Improve Health and Wellbeing’.  An Independent report for the Department of 
Health 



 

¶ What factors are influencing their current behaviour 

¶ Key differences in the attitudes, motivation and problems of different segments of the 

population   

 

Policy Areas  

Some of the most high profile, difficult and costly policy issues facing local authorities, are 

problems arising from resident behaviours (e.g. anti-social behaviour, lack of exercise/obesity).  

Other, pro-social behaviours, if adopted by a significant number of residents, would not only 

reduce costs, but increase social capital and community cohesion (e.g. residents caring for their 

neighbourhood/public assets; families caring for their ageing and infirm relatives). 

We can work with you to identify policy areas in which residents’ behaviour change has the 

potential to make the biggest impact in terms of outcomes and savings.  Areas which have 

shown particular potential include: 

¶ Environmental (both local and global) 

¶ Health (preventative, e.g. increased exercise) 

¶ Social Care (e.g. family/community care for elderly and vulnerable relatives/neighbours) 

¶ Anti-social behaviour 

¶ Citizenship (taking responsibility for streets/neighbourhoods/parks etc) 

 

Practical Recommendations 

Using intelligence from the survey of residents and social psychological models, Populus will 

identify initiatives which best address all of the relevant factors influencing the target 

behaviours.  We then work with the relevant management team members, policy makers and 

communications team, to discuss the findings and agree a strategy. 

The strategy and specific initiatives are then tested with carefully selected focus groups, after 

which the strategy may be adjusted, in consultation with your management team, to reflect 

findings. 

A report will be produced by Populus, providing: 

¶  Analysis of each behaviour and the optimum approach to changing it in the desired 

manner, for each of the relevant population segments  

¶ Details of initiatives identified which will address the factors influencing behaviour change 

¶ Advice on the implementation of the strategy and individual initiatives 

¶ Detailed reports on the focus group findings 

¶ Tables of statistics giving a detailed breakdown of the responses to the resident survey. 

 

 



 

Why Populus?  Our Credentials 

Populus conducts monthly polls for The Times on social and political issues, but the bulk of our 

work is with clients in a wide range of sectors, (businesses, charities, government departments, 

local government and political parties), to provide quantitative and qualitative research, which 

can be used to help meet strategic objectives.  We have expertise in behaviour change research 

and methods and have recently completed a project for the London Borough of Harrow, 

assessing how best to effect behaviour change in a wide range of policy areas. 

Alison Broom  - Director, Behaviour Change - Alison has 25 years’ experience working in both 

the public and private sectors.  She studied behaviour change as part of a Masters Degree in 

Health Psychology at UCL, which also gave her qualifications in advanced quantitative and 

qualitative research methods.  She has worked in three government departments as Special 

Adviser to the Ministers for Local Government, Environment, Employment and Defence.  Alison 

also has experience in public affairs consultancy at Board level and in-house for organisations 

including the MyTravel Group plc, where she was Director of Corporate Affairs.  At Populus, 

Alison specialises in working with local authorities on behaviour change projects. 

Andrew Cooper ς Co-Founder and Strategic Director - Andrew has overall responsibility for all of 

Populus’s political and social research, including all polling for The Times. A leading specialist in 

the field of opinion research, Andrew is regularly interviewed by media organisations on current 

affairs.  Andrew leads Populus’s reputation research programmes for a number of multinational 

clients as well as providing strategic counsel on key issues.  A graduate of the London School of 

Economics, Andrew spent four years working in political research in Britain and five years in 

public policy research in the USA. In 1994 he joined the Social Market Foundation as Head of 

Research and helped to develop it into Britain’s leading independent policy think tank.  In 1996 

he became Deputy Director of Research for the Conservative Party. In this role he was 

responsible for all the party’s quantitative and qualitative opinion research during the 1997 

general election. After the election he became the party’s Director of Strategy, a post he held 

until leaving to set up Populus.  Andrew serves on the management committee of the British 

Polling Council, an organisation of which Populus is a founding member.  

Michael Simmonds ς Co-Founder and Managing Director - Michael is a founder of Populus.  He 

has led projects for a wide range of clients including BAA, First Group, the Equality and Human 

Rights Commission, the Army and the Football League. Since graduating from the University of 

Leeds and a spell working for the Adam Smith Institute, a think tank, he has served as special 

adviser to three cabinet ministers (including the Secretary of State for Transport), Deputy Head 

of the BBC Research Unit, and Deputy Director of Research for the Conservative Party. 

 

 

 



 

Contact Details 

If you would like any further information, or to arrange a meeting, please contact: 

Alison Broom 

Director, Behaviour Change 

T - 020 7253 9900 

M - 07738 160118 

E - abroom@populus.co.uk 

 

Populus 

Northburgh House 

10 Northburgh Street 

London 

EC1V 0AT 

www.populus.co.uk 


