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Summary 
 

Understanding behaviours is increasingly being seen as a key area of research for policy 
development across Whitehall. To date, Defra has been a leading proponent of the importance 
of influencing behaviours and this discussion paper summarises theoretical and applied 
research undertaken over the last three years. The studies drawn upon were mainly 
commissioned by Defra and drawing mainly on a farming context but also referring to the public-
focussed environmental or sustainable development field.   
 

This paper: 

¶ Reviews the evidence on behaviours, interprets and critically presents an integrated 
approach tailored towards farming-focussed analysis and policy development; 

¶ Brings together new work on customer insight and segmentation; and 

¶ Highlights implications for both policy and the development of the work of the 
Observatory 

 

Key conclusions from the evidence: 

¶ Influences on individual behaviours are complex but applying a common framework can 
help our understanding 

¶ Change is uncertain (and takes time) and behaviours need to measured at all stages ï 
not just actions or attitudes 

¶ Individuals are the drivers of change and there is a real diversity in the farming industry 

¶ It is more than just acting on the individual - social factors including networks, norms, 
social capital and collective action are all important 

¶ Understanding and influencing behaviours is an inter-disciplinary challenge 

¶ Use a framework or model to visualise the process 
 

Implications for policy: 

¶ Recognise diversity - no two farmers are identical 

¶ Identify internal factors before policy interventions 

¶ Itôs not always just about profits 

¶ The whyôs and the why notôs 

¶ No farmer is an island 
¶ Engage 

¶ Monitor and evaluate  
 

Identified research gaps: 

¶ Economic incentives, attitudes and behaviour change 

¶ The role of farming companies and changing structures in the sector 

¶ Opinion leader, expert views and members organisations as a means of representing 
individual decision-makers 
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1. Background 

 
Understanding and influencing behaviours is at the heart of policy-making within Whitehall. 
Arguably it is nothing new, at its simplest óbehavioursô represents the actions of individuals, 
óunderstandingô is based on economic modelling (assuming the rationality of individuals) and 
óinfluencingô has traditionally been undertaken by using market-based policy tools (e.g. financial 
incentives and disincentives), tackling informational barriers and through regulation. However, in 
a policy environment (farming) where there is a long history of substantial government 
involvement, the traditional tools of intervention need handling with care due to budgetary 
constraints (either national or EU), the potential impact of the regulatory burden and perceived 
information overload. A more sophisticated set of policy targets demands smarter policy-making, 
both to understand the policy impacts on, and to communicate desired changes to, a diverse 
group. 
 
Policy appraisal and evaluation rely extensively on established economic and statistical 
techniques and the purpose of this discussion paper is to add a complementary perspective to 
existing approaches. The paper aims to provide an overview of the evidence collated by Defra 
over the last three years covering both theoretical approaches and applied policy research. It is 
grounded in the psychology-based literature and theories of behaviours but is additionally 
ópositionedô to challenge any unbounded acceptance of rationality (a key cornerstone of neo-
classical economics) through linking with recent developments in the area of behavioural 
economics. As outlined above, in the past the focus for policy has been on external drivers ï 
financial and regulatory - but the added value of incorporating a wider understanding of 
behaviours is a recognition of the power of internal drivers and the points of influence. The 
effectiveness of policy interventions will reflect attitudes, motivations and norms within a 
community and an understanding of these is critical for informing the parameters for modelling, 
the appraisal of policy and evaluation of effects. Additionally, and more critically, policy success 
increasingly depends on behaviours, since working with the grain of existing attitudes and 
motivations is likely to be more effective than regulations which may add to compliance costs 
without necessarily affecting óhearts and mindsô. 
 
Defra has been prominent within Whitehall for recognising the need to understand and influence 
behaviours. As a result, a robust evidence base has been gathered that covers a range of policy 
areas including, most prominently, household-based environmental behaviours in relation to 
energy, waste, water, transport and consumer goods (Defra, 2008a). Some research has also 
been undertaken which focuses on farmers and land managers. This paper seeks to review the 
evidence, including the theory, identify common lessons and suggest how the thinking can be 
applied to agricultural change and the environment. In short, it aims to provide a reference 
document that identifies what we know and how to apply the knowledge (both theory and 
practice) and what we do not know and need to investigateé 
 
This paper is not about advocating simple óbehaviour changeô ï although this is a convenient 
and widely-used term, the issues are complex i.e. it is not just about change it is also about 
consolidating and building upon the ógoodô as well as addressing the óbadô. óChangeô implies a 
single action or event but behaviours are under-pinned by more long-standing considerations 
which can be viewed as a continuum of small steps towards making the decision or realising the 
outcome. This implies a desired direction of activities that should be re-enforced and sustained 
over time making them less likely to be óshockedô into reversal. Whole books have been written 
about behaviours and a key reason for this paper is to attempt to óde-mystifyô the concepts in 
non-academic language. Complex psychological issues can be described in a terminology that 
creates a barrier to understanding for the non-expert and this paper has set out to write from a 
policy perspective for a predominantly policy audience. To aid consistency and readability, 
discussion of the existing evidence will be based around a single generic model of behaviours 
adapted from two widely used theories of change - the Theory of Planned Behaviours (Ajzen 
and Madden, 1986) and Theory of Reasoned Action (Fishbein and Ajzen, 1975) both reviewed 
in Jackson, 2005 and Darnton et al, 2006. 
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2. Overview of Defraôs existing evidence 
 
The following six sections review some of Defraôs growing evidence base on behaviours. The 
first section sets out some thinking on models with subsequent sections drawing on research 
undertaken over the last few years to highlight in more detail certain aspects from theory and 
practice.   

 
2.1. Introducing the model as a framework for discussion 
 
As mentioned in the background section, rather than just reviewing existing evidence, this paper 
sets out a series of diagrams with common terminology that helps provide a common framework 
making it easier to see how each study contributes to an enhanced knowledge of behaviours. In 
this way it should be possible to see how the research is grounded and what particular aspect is 
being addressed. Text in bold highlights terms that are key components of the models.  
 
Over the last few decades there have been countless ótheories of behaviourô which have been 
tailored for the academic literature, adapted for policy or used within the discussion of catalysing 
change. The simple, robust and easily adapted models forming the basis of the Theory of 
Planned Behaviours (TpB) and Theory of Reasoned Action (TORA) are, perhaps, the most 
relevant for thinking about policy and the linking of underlying psychological issues. These two 
models discuss, in relatively simple terms, the main internal or external social influences on 
behaviours (habit, social norms) etc.  In attempting to describe something as detailed and 
variable as behaviours it is always easy (and tempting) to over-complicate, ending up with 
complex systems that are too difficult to embed into policy design and delivery. As a starting 
point, this paper uses TORA and TpB to provide a óconceptual framework for exploring farmersô 
attitudes and intentionsô (Garforth et al, 2006). Within this framework, the intention to adopt a 
particular behaviour is a function of attitudes, the extent to which the views of others matter 
(social factors), past behaviours and the degree to which it is actually possible. Intention is 
facilitated by external (government) measures and incentives to undertake the desired action. 
Figure one describes the basic approach which identifies four basic components of behaviour ï 
attitudes, social norms, habits (internal factors) and external factors (including cost and 
policy interventions).  
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The authoritative and detailed reviews of other models by Jackson, T (2005) and Darnton A et al 
(2006) illustrate how easy it can be to get diverted by different approaches that focus on slightly 
different aspects. Additionally, in relation to farmers, Dwyer et al (2007) and Garforth et al (2006) 
explore the range of academic literature. There is, however, an important distinction to be made 
between those academic models that focus on predicting behaviours and those that focus on 
influencing behaviours. The modelling by Garforth et al (2006) on the Single Payment Scheme 
focuses on predictive behaviour (whilst also linking to the role of social referents i.e. those who 
are trusted / listened to) but the literature review and qualitative research by Dwyer et al (2007) 
emphasises the role of advice, knowledge transfer and communication.  
 
To explicitly add the policy dimension, this paper makes reference to the policy intervention tools 
that link directly back to the internal factors. A concise behaviours approach is contained within 
óSecuring the Futureô the UK Sustainable Development Strategy (Defra, 2005). It is argued that 
for successful (and sustainable) government intervention there needs to be a balanced approach 
addressing both internal and external barriers to change through the ó4Esô - encouraging 
(incentives and disincentives), enabling (facilitating through addressing infrastructure etc.), 
engaging (influencing underlying attitudes and motivations) and exemplifying (government 
taking wider action either on our performance e.g. buying local produce or influencing others e.g. 
climate change). 
 

 
 
As this paper is targeted at both policy and multi-disciplinary analytical audiences it is also worth 
referring to the growing field of behavioural economics.  Whilst there is a risk in introducing a 
further label, thinking in terms of behavioural economics very clearly re-enforces the need to join 
the internal and external factors together and seeks to challenge the standard neo-classical 
assumption of economic rationality. Behavioural economics perhaps provides a common 
language that bridges economics, sociology and psychology and provides a link to policy-making 
that looks beyond the traditional approaches of regulations, market-based instruments and 
addressing information barriers. It seeks to examine individual decision-making and the 
implications for policy modelling. The theoretical basis fits with social theories and the two 
previously illustrated models. A good outline of behaviour economics, Creatures of Habit? The 
Art of Behavioural Change (Social Market Foundation, 2008), states: óé people, it turns out, 
often arenôt actually all that ñrationalò in their behaviours and decisionsé they are just as likely to 
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do what they have always done, what impulse tells them to do or what their neighbours or 
friends generally doé theyôre often well aware that their own actions arenôt in their best 
interestsò. The implication is that when making a decision it is not based solely on a cost-benefit 
analysis (economically rational) but influenced by a range of other personal factors. This can 
lead to behaviour that is rational, but consciously not based on economics - e.g. where the goal 
is to achieve a certain lifestyle. However in some circumstances, economically irrational 
behaviour may arise where actions may not always be in their best interests but be influenced by 
habit, cognition or status quo preferencing. 
 
Very rarely is a decision made in full knowledge of all the costs, benefits and risks and with the 
individual making that decision in isolation from outside influences. As the SMF (2008) state: 
ñRational choice theory is also criticised because it tends to downplay the impact of social 
context on individual behaviour.ò Individual choice is also influenced by observation, social 
learning, group dynamics (peer pressure / group association) and societal expectation ï social 
norms. This is particularly an issue in respect of ócommonsô where people are only prepared to 
act if others do as well. Examples include climate change and use of open access resources e.g. 
fishing and grazing on common land but can be applied in many other agriculture-specific 
examples e.g. disease prevention, water abstraction. 
 
Behavioural economics provides another way of conceptualising through a theoretical 
framework. Figure 3 reproduced almost exactly from the SMF report has similarities to that set 
out in Figure 1 where there are three main components (internal, external and social factors) 
and these are assessed individually in terms of intervention options. The diagram clearly shows 
where traditional market-based interventions have operated (primarily on external factors) and 
the clear recognition of the role of cognition (framing / emotions, personal capacity and 
accounting for heuristics / biases) adds an important new dimension. 
 

 
 
These three approaches can be combined to provide an integrated framework encompassing 
psychology-based approach to behaviours, the role of government intervention and a 
consideration of behavioural economics. Figure 4 emphasises the importance of a range of 
intervention tools and that different approaches are needed to address internal and external 
barriers and social factors. In very broad terms, regulatory and market-based instruments are 
focussed on external factors making desirable behaviours easier / cheaper and less desirable 


