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This report is one of four final deliverables from a project undertaken by the Behavioural 
Insights Team for Natural England, promoting responsible recreation by dog-walkers at two 
pilot sites. The four deliverables are: 

1. Using Behavioural Insights to Reduce Recreation Impacts on Wildlife: 
Guidance and Case Studies from Thames Basin Heath and the Solent (this 
report). This is the main project report. It summarises each phase of the project 
(Target, Explore, Solution, Trial and Scale), and establishes guidelines for 
running similar projects in the future.

2. ‘Explore phase’ report. This details the findings from field research including an
online survey, visitor interviews, and expert interviews.

3. Literature review. This synthesises existing evidence on the use of behavioural
interventions to promote responsible recreation by visitors to nature areas.

4. ‘Trial phase’ report. This details the findings from an online experiment testing the
impact of behaviourally-informed communications materials on dog walkers’
awareness of wildlife disturbance issues, and recommends how to use these
findings in the field.

Executive summary 

This report is intended for any practitioners working to promote responsible recreation 
behaviour, whether rangers collecting data in the field or policy-makers interested in 
incorporating behavioural insights. It gives you the tools you need to run your own 
behavioural insights project, using the Behavioural Insights Team’s ‘TESTS’ methodology 
(Target, Explore, Solution, Trial, Scale). To illustrate the TESTS phases, it uses the 
methodology and findings from a project undertaken by the Behavioural Insights Team (BIT) 
to reduce wildlife disturbance by dog-walkers.  

The TESTS methodology details the tools and steps that should be taken to design, 
implement and evaluate evidence-based behavioural interventions. We start by identifying a 
specific Target behaviour that is feasible and impactful to focus on, and then carry out desk 
and field research to Explore the context. We use this research and findings from the 
behavioural science literature to generate Solution ideas, and choose the most promising 
ideas to evaluate in a Trial. Finally, we assess whether the intervention worked and could be 
rolled out at Scale.  

The project we use as a case study for TESTS was commissioned by Natural England in 
September 2019, in partnership with two sites in the south of England: Thames Basin Heaths 
and Bird Aware Solent. The broad goal of the project was to test how behavioural insights 
can be used to promote responsible recreation, with particular focus on reducing bird 
disturbance by dog-walkers in the two pilot sites. The key challenge of responsible recreation 
is to ensure protection of the natural environment without restricting people’s access to and 
enjoyment of the outdoors. Behavioural insights are a promising solution to this challenge, as 
this approach typically avoids limiting people’s options, but instead makes changes to the 
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context in which people make decisions in order to make it easier or more attractive to adopt 
the desirable behaviour. 

For the case study project, the TESTS phases were as follows: 

Target: Define the problem and determine the measurable behavioural outcomes. 
We first aimed to identify the behaviours that it would be most feasible and impactful to 
change. Reducing disturbance to wildlife could include a number of different behaviours. We 
discussed the priority objectives with rangers at the two field sites in our project, and 
collectively agreed that the specific target was to encourage dog-walkers to choose paths 
through non-sensitive areas. We also included an intermediate outcome that is further from 
the target behaviour but more amenable to rigorous evaluation: raising awareness of what 
wildlife disturbance looks like. 

Explore: Map relevant behaviours and the wider context. 
Next, we carried out research to understand the target audience’s perspective and the 
potential influences on their behaviour, both drivers of the target behaviour and barriers to 
behaviour change. We did this by conducting interviews and an online survey with dog-
walkers, and found that visitation patterns were highly influenced by convenience and habit, 
and that although many dog-walkers considered themselves to be nature lovers, they were 
often unaware when they or others caused disturbance to birds. We also carried out a 
literature review and interviews with experts to find out what interventions had been tried 
elsewhere. Though a wide range of interventions has been tried, the evidence is often sparse 
or low quality. The category of intervention identified as most promising were ‘affordance 
cues’ (subtle signage and directional cues) to nudge walkers into following certain routes. 

Solution: Use the Explore findings to design behaviourally-informed interventions. 
We complemented our Explore phase research with principles from the behavioural science 
literature, and generated ideas for two separate interventions. We used BIT’s ‘EAST’ 
principles as guidance: to change a behaviour, make it Easy, Attractive, Social and Timely. 
For the first intervention, we re-designed an existing leaflet to attempt to improve 
comprehension of wildlife disturbance, appealing to dog owners’ identity and using positive 
images, social norms, and an action-oriented checklist. Second, we created a shortlist of 
ideas for a physical intervention designed to change behaviour in the field. After assessing 
potential feasibility and impact, we decided on a pawprint signage intervention to encourage 
dog-walkers to choose paths through non-sensitive areas. 

Trial: Develop and implement an evaluation strategy to measure impact. 
Having identified our Solutions, we designed a trial for each one to determine its 
effectiveness. For the leaflet intervention, we ran an online randomised controlled trial (RCT) 
to test the impact of our behaviourally-informed leaflet on participants’ comprehension of 
wildlife disturbance. Participants were randomly allocated to see either our ‘treatment’ leaflet, 
a control (business as usual) version, or no leaflet, which allows us to say with confidence 
whether any differences in comprehension were caused by the leaflet. We also outlined a 
protocol for a field trial to test the impact of pawprint signage, using a pre-post evaluation. 
This involves collecting baseline data before the intervention is in place, and comparing it 
with data collected from the same sites immediately after the intervention has been installed. 
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The field trial has not yet been undertaken, and will be completed by site staff and Natural 
England in the appropriate field seasons. 

Scale: Report our findings and identify next steps. 
In the final phase of the project, we considered our results from the online RCT and their 
implications for changing behaviour in the field. We found that both the control and treatment 
leaflets had the same effect on comprehension, and resulted in higher comprehension than 
in participants who had not seen a leaflet. Participants were slightly more likely to pick up 
and have positive perceptions of the treatment leaflet with more dog emphasis on the front 
cover. We recommend that leaflets emphasise the relevance to dog-owners, and make this 
visually prominent. We conclude that leaflets are likely to be a useful tool for promoting 
responsible recreation, if used in combination with physical interventions to change 
behaviour directly. Behavioural insights can also be used to optimise leaflet delivery. 
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1. Introduction 

 

1.1 Goals of this report 

This report is intended for any practitioners working to promote responsible recreation 
behaviour, whether rangers collecting data in the field or policy-makers interested in 
incorporating behavioural insights. It gives you the tools you need to run your own 
behavioural insights project, using the Behavioural Insights Team’s TESTS methodology 
(Target, Explore, Solution, Trial, Scale).  
 

This report also serves as a summary of a project run by the Behavioural Insights Team 
(BIT) for Natural England, aiming to promote responsible behaviour by dog-walkers. As the 
project followed the TESTS methodology, we use it here as a case study to illustrate the 
activities within each TESTS phase (given in a blue box at the end of each section). The 
sections on the case study are intended to give sufficient detail to help you understand 
each TESTS phase, but not to be comprehensive summaries of the project. If you would 
like more detail, please consult the three standalone reports we produced: 

● A report of our Explore phase research, presenting the results of interviews and a 
survey with visitors, and interviews with expert practitioners 

● A rapid review of the literature on behavioural interventions to promote responsible 
recreation (part of the Explore phase) 

● A report of the online randomised controlled trial we ran to test the impact of leaflet 
designs and messages on people’s comprehension of wildlife disturbance (Solution 
and Trial phases) 

1.2 Behavioural insights in responsible recreation 

1.2.1 What are behavioural insights? 

Behavioural insights use research from the behavioural sciences (including aspects of 
psychology, economics and anthropology, among other fields) to improve public policies, 
programmes and services. Behavioural science research has shown us that people are 
complex and their behaviour is susceptible to many influencing factors, both internal to the 
individual (such as attitudes, habits, know-how and cognitive biases), and external 
(contextual factors, social influence, and the physical environment). There are often non-
conscious cognitive processes at play, and our behaviour can often manifest in a way which 
can seem irrational or not in line with our own best interests. However, policies, 
communications and services are generally designed based on a more traditional view of 
economics that does not take into account how people actually make decisions or behave in 
practice. Behavioural insights can therefore improve outcomes by incorporating a more 
realistic understanding of human behaviour into policy-making. 
 
There are many different approaches to behaviour change, from enforcing regulation to 
providing information or incentives. While behavioural insights are often associated with 
‘nudges’ - small changes in the way that options are presented or the ‘choice environment’ is 
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designed in order to influence people’s decisions - behavioural insights can in fact be applied 
to any of the existing levers of behaviour change, for example by optimising the way 
information is presented or financial incentives are designed. Behavioural insights can often 
make small changes to existing systems to deliver results at a low cost. 

1.2.2 Why use behavioural insights in responsible recreation? 

Behavioural insights can provide fresh ideas to complement or replace existing processes. 
Firstly, many practitioners working on responsible recreation rely on raising people’s 
awareness in order to increase visitors’ motivation to protect wildlife. This approach often 
(although not exclusively) involves using messages that take a conservation perspective. 
However, studies of motivation and identity tell us that this perspective may not be the most 
effective (see section 4.1.1 below), and more importantly, while raising awareness can be 
valuable, a large body of behavioural science research tells us that it is often more effective 
to focus on changing behaviour directly (see section 2.1.1 below). 
 
Secondly, responsible recreation often involves two competing goals: promoting both 
enjoyment of and protection of the natural environment.1 Recreation by dog walkers is an 
example of this tension. Dog-walking is an important motivator for people to access nature in 
England, second only to health and exercise.2 However, there is also evidence that dog-
walking has a negative impact on wildlife, for example reducing the diversity and abundance 
of birds.3 The key challenge of responsible recreation, then, is to shift behaviour so that 
people can continue to enjoy the natural environment without harming it. Behavioural insights 
are a promising solution to this challenge, as this approach typically avoids restricting 
people’s options, but instead makes changes to the context in which people make decisions 
in order to make it easier or more attractive to adopt the desirable behaviour. 

1.3 TESTS: how to run a behavioural insights project 

It is important to note that behavioural insights don’t just inform a broader understanding of 
policy, but are also used as the basis of carefully targeted and rigorously evaluated projects, 
to help us understand whether our behaviourally-informed interventions work as we expect 
them to. This means that a behavioural insights project not only involves intervention design 
and implementation, but also evaluation. 
 
This report takes you through the five steps of the methodology that BIT uses to run our own 
behavioural insights projects. Each of the chapters of this guide covers one of the stages in 
detail:  
 

 Target  
 

Define the problem and determine the measurable target 
outcomes. 

 Explore  
 

Map relevant behaviours and the wider context. 

 Solution 
 

Consider and design the intervention(s). 
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 Trial 
 

Design and launch a trial; evaluate, learn and adapt. 

 Scale 
 

Increase adoption of effective interventions. 

 
While we present this as a linear process, in practice you will often find yourself going back 
and forth between the steps. For example, you might identify a promising Target behaviour, 
but realise during the Explore phase that the barriers to this behaviour are mostly structural 
and can’t be addressed through behavioural interventions. In addition, the TESTS 
methodology can also be useful even if you do not complete the entire process. For example, 
using just Target and Explore to understand a policy problem and an individual’s behaviour 
can allow you to draft reports to inform wider policy making. 
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Case study: background 

Natural England commissioned BIT to test how behavioural insights can be used to 
promote responsible recreation, and in particular to reduce wildlife disturbance by dog-
walkers. The project ran from September 2019 to May 2020 in partnership with Bird Aware 
Solent and Thames Basin Heaths, which served as pilot sites for our field work. 
 
The main goals of this project were to: 1) develop an understanding of the current impact 
on wildlife of recreation, particularly by dog-walkers, and the behavioural drivers of and 
barriers to responsible recreation, especially in the project’s two pilot sites; 2) use this 
understanding, and BIT’s expertise in behavioural science, to generate behaviourally-
informed intervention ideas; 3) develop and implement a robust evaluation strategy to test 
these ideas; 4) reflect on the findings to build a transferable knowledge base for behaviour 
change in responsible recreation to help Natural England promote responsible recreation in 
other sites; and 5) enhance Natural England’s and partners’ capability in running and 
evaluating behaviour change interventions. 
 
As noted in section 1.2.2, the TESTS process is not always linear. In this project, we 
carried out initial Explore work and considered potential Solution ideas and Trial designs 
while we were still defining the Target behaviours. This helped us assess the feasibility and 
impact of our potential targets and interventions. For instance, it became apparent that the 
intervention ideas expected to have the greatest impact (signage and new facilities on site 
to nudge dog-walkers towards certain path choices) were the most difficult to robustly 
evaluate due to sample-size and data collection constraints. Conversely, an intermediate 
target of raising visitors’ understanding of wildlife disturbance was less likely to be 
impactful, but still considered valuable (due to our Explore work highlighting this as a 
barrier) and much amenable to a robust trial. We therefore split the project into two parallel 
components, each of which struck a different trade-off between potential impact and rigour 
of evaluation: 

1. An online randomised controlled trial to rigorously test the content of a 
messaging intervention and optimise its impact on visitors’ awareness, 
comprehension and intentions. This approach allows us to generate a set of 
evidence-based communications materials, which could be deployed across a 
range of sites, and is thus inherently scalable. 

2. A pilot trial in the field to test the impact of a physical intervention on visitors’ 
path choice when out walking dogs on-site.  
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2. Target 

 
 

Purpose: The first step in conducting a successful behavioural insights project is to clearly 
define the behaviour you would like to change and how you will measure it. This is neither 
easy nor obvious, but it is key to a well-designed project. The more complex the area of 
focus, the more important this stage is. This involves breaking down the broader goal (e.g. 
‘encourage responsible use of natural areas’) into a number of discrete behaviours (e.g. 
‘avoid areas that are sensitive for wildlife’ and ‘keep dogs within sight’). We then assess 
this list of target behaviours to see which would have the most impact on our overarching 
objectives, and be the most feasible to change and to measure. 
 
Output: A shortlist of potential target behaviours that are specific and measurable, and 
balance feasibility and impact. We recommend taking no more than one or two target 
behaviours through to the Explore phase, since the interventions ought to be tailored to 
specific outcomes (although it is also possible to measure the impact of an intervention on 
other outcomes of secondary interest).  

2.1 Identify the specific behaviours 

2.1.1 Focus on behaviours rather than attitudes 

Many interventions to change behaviour attempt to do so indirectly, by changing people’s 
attitudes or awareness, with the assumption that behaviour change will follow. However, 
simply being aware of what we should do does not necessarily mean we will actually do that 
in practice. For example, many of us have intentions to eat more healthily or sustainably4 that 
we don’t follow through with. This is partly because we prioritize short-term desires over our 
long-term aspirations. It’s also partly because our behaviour is affected by many factors 
beyond mere awareness: conflicting motivations, convenience, ingrained habit, social 
influence, unconscious cues in the physical environment, and cognitive biases to name a few 
(see section 3.2 below).  
 
This gap between what we are aware of and intend to do, and what we actually do, means 
that it is often more effective to focus on changing behaviour directly, rather than simply 
raising awareness. Awareness and intentions still matter, as they make behaviour change 
easier. It is also reasonable to focus on awareness-raising if your Explore research identifies 
that lack of awareness truly is a limiting factor. But the evidence suggests that awareness is 
rarely enough alone. This means that while a leaflet campaign about wildlife disturbance 
might be informative, an intervention on-site that encourages people to (unconsciously or 
otherwise) choose a path through an area that is not sensitive for wildlife has a higher 
likelihood of reducing wildlife disturbance.  

2.1.2 Break down your broader goal 

To determine which behaviour to focus on in your behavioural insights project, you need to 
break down your broader strategic goals into discrete, specific target behaviours. 



The Behavioural Insights Team / Responsible Recreation            11 

Interventions should generally focus on one specific target behaviour, which may seem like a 
small step in a long process. However, the advantage of taking this approach is that you can 
better tailor your intervention to the behaviour in question, making it more likely to be 
successful. And by breaking down large problems into well-defined parts, you can improve 
each one incrementally, and ultimately see real and attributable progress towards your high-
level goal.  
 
In this step of the Target phase, you should generate a list of as many specific behaviours as 
possible that contribute to the broader goal. The following procedure helps you do this 
systematically: 

● First, state the broader goal: what problem are you trying to solve? 
● Then list the different actors involved: who are all the people who contribute to the 

success or failure of this goal? 
● Finally, consider actions: for each actor, list as many specific behaviours as possible 

that influence the success or failure of this goal. 
 

 
One of the authors leads a Target brainstorming exercise with a group from the Department 
for Environment, Food & Rural Affairs. 

2.2 Determine how your will measure them 

To evaluate whether you achieved your Target, you will need a way to measure people’s 
behaviour. A behaviour is measurable if you can tell whether a person did (or did not do) 
what you wanted them to do, and you can express this in numbers.  

2.2.1 Intermediate versus ultimate outcomes 

Often, multiple steps are required to get from an initial action to the final (ultimate) outcome 
we wish to achieve. These steps are intermediate outcomes or mechanisms. For example, 
the desired ultimate outcome may be that more dog-walkers keep their dogs under control. 
An intermediate outcome could be that more people join responsible dog-walkers’ groups, 
with the assumption that they get tips from other dog-owners on training their dogs, or that 
more people sign up to a free training class to be certified as a responsible dog-walker. 
 
It can often be easier to measure intermediate outcomes than ultimate outcomes: in the 
example above, counting the followers of a social media group or sign-ups to a class is more 
straightforward than measuring dogs on-site that are ‘under control’. However, it is important 
to be clear which kind of outcome you are considering, as intermediate outcomes may rely 
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on assumptions to be translated into final outcomes. It may be useful to write out the steps 
and assumptions as a simple theory of change.5  

2.2.2 Proxy versus direct measures 

Where possible we emphasise behaviours that are observable. However, in some cases this 
is not possible, as the behaviour may just be difficult to observe, or occur too far into the 
future. In this case, we would have to reply on a proxy for the outcome of interest. This is a 
measure that you expect to be correlated with your outcome of interest and that you can 
observe. 
 
Examples of proxy measures are people’s intentions to adopt a certain behaviour, or 
people’s reports of adopting that behaviour recently. However, as explained in section 2.1.1 
above, people’s intentions do not necessarily reflect what they will do in practice. Similarly, 
people often do not remember accurately what they have done. This means that proxy 
measures can be much less reliable than direct measures of behaviour, so should only be 
used when necessary. If you do use a proxy measure, it is a good idea to carry out 
qualitative research to improve your understanding of how your intervention is having an 
effect (see section 5.4 below). 

2.2.3 Available data 

When considering outcome measures, it is helpful to think about what sources of data 
already exist, to make your job easier and reduce the risk of human error when collecting 
new data: 

● Data that are already collected on a routine basis. This is the ideal situation, but you 
will still need to make sure that you have access to the data at the right level for your 
analysis (e.g. you may need data for individuals, not just averages for a whole group). 

● Data that can be collected automatically with a new system or changes to the existing 
system. 

● Data collected specifically for your trial. This is the least preferred option as it is less 
likely to be sustainable in the long term, and may be prone to error. 

2.3 Assess impact and feasibility 

Now you should have a list of many target behaviours of interest, and an idea of how you 
could measure them. The last step in the Target phase is to assess these behaviours and 
choose your priority target behaviour to take forward into the Explore phase. Measurability is 
one aspect that it is important to assess; more broadly, you should consider the feasibility of 
changing each behaviour, and how impactful it might be. 
 
For each potential target in your list, think about the following questions: 

● Will you be able to tell if the behaviour changed (i.e. can you measure it)? 
● Do you expect to be able to shift this behaviour? Be realistic - many behaviours are 

deeply ingrained habits and may be difficult to change. 
● Is the target population a large group, or a smaller subsection? 
● How closely is this specific target behaviour related to your broader strategic goals 

(i.e. is it an intermediate or an ultimate outcome)? 
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● What is the potential impact of this behaviour for encouraging responsible recreation, 
or the impact that achieving this behaviour will have on the natural environment? 

 
Sometimes you may find a single priority 
target behaviour that balances impact and 
feasibility, but it is often more complicated, as 
the behaviours that are most impactful may 
not be feasible to change, and vice versa. In 
this case, you will have to make a trade-off, 
for example choosing a behaviour that is 
easier to measure but is further from the 
ultimate outcome. The case study below 
gives an example of how we did this.  
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Case study: Target 

The broad goal of the project was to apply behavioural insights ‘to changing behaviours of 
dog walkers to ensure that wildlife is better protected from dog disturbance at key times of 
the year’. This could include a number of different behaviours, such as putting dogs on a 
lead in areas where birds are nesting, or visiting less vulnerable areas when walking with 
dogs. We carried out a Target workshop with rangers and other staff from Bird Aware 
Solent and Thames Basin Heaths, our two field sites for the project, to identify specific, 
measurable behaviours that we could focus on. 
 
The main behaviours that rangers would like to see are: 

● Dog-walkers keeping their dogs ‘under control’ (this is difficult to define, though is 
unlikely to mean strictly ‘on leads’) 

● Visitors and their dogs keeping to paths (where they exist)  
● Visitors with dogs avoiding sensitive areas within a given site (e.g. where birds are 

feeding or nesting), particularly at certain times of year 
● Visitors using alternative sites that are less sensitive (e.g. SANGs: suitable 

alternative natural greenspaces) 
 
In addition, rangers highlighted desirable outcomes such as ‘increasing awareness of 
wildlife sensitivities’ and ‘shifting attitudes among dog-walkers’. Although in behavioural 
insights projects we always seek primarily to change behaviour rather than attitudes or 
awareness (see section 2.1.1 above), we noted that in this instance it would be valuable to 
include some attitudinal and awareness measures within our target objectives for three 
reasons: 

● Our Explore work (described in Section 3) highlighted a common lack of 
understanding of what constitutes wildlife disturbance. Though correcting this 
understanding may not be sufficient to significantly shift behaviour, it would likely 
help, and may even be necessary, 

● The main behaviours in question are themselves not easy to measure or evaluate 
in the field. Thus tracking visitors’ attitudes and awareness, in addition to their 
behaviours on site, provides a useful secondary set of outcomes.  

● Some rangers expressed concern that if we simply address the particular 
behaviours on site (e.g. by making it easier for dog walkers to use less sensitive 
locations), without changing underlying attitudes, this does not address wider social 
norms associated with irresponsible dog ownership. In other words, engendering 
better attitudes among dog-walkers might be an important long-term outcome in 
itself, even if (potentially) insufficient on its own to drive significant behaviour 
change. 

 
After assessing impact and feasibility (including the public acceptability of pursuing certain 
objectives) we collectively agreed that the primary objective was to: 
 
Ultimate outcome: Encourage dog-walkers to avoid sensitive areas, specifically by 
choosing to take paths at a given site that go through areas where birds will not be 
disturbed.  
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Intermediate outcome: Increase awareness of what wildlife disturbance looks like. By 
including both the ultimate behavioural target and the intermediate outcome of awareness, 
we have two sets of data, each of which strikes a different balance between rigour, 
measurability, and real-world relevance. Combined, this allows us to build up a more 
complete body of evidence within the limits of what is practical. 
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3. Explore 

 
 

Purpose: Now we have identified a specific target behaviour, we need to understand the 
audience’s perspective and the context in which the behaviour occurs. We identify what 
factors may influence the target behaviour, where we might be able to intervene, and what 
is already known in related contexts. In particular, we seek to understand the barriers to 
that behaviour, and the drivers or motivators we may be able to harness. We do this 
through a variety of methods, making sure to LEAD: Listen to people, Experience the 
system, Ask questions, and explore the Data. This lays the groundwork for developing a 
realistic, impactful intervention. 
 
Output: (i) An assessment of the drivers of and barriers to the target behaviour, and 
potential touchpoints for intervention (optionally presented as a user journey map). (ii) An 
evidence review of what has been learned in contexts similar to yours. 

3.1 Understand your target audience 

The key part of the Explore phase is to take the perspective of your target audience, by 
finding out information directly from users rather than simply imagining what process they 
may be going through. We can do this with four main activities, summarised by ‘LEAD’. 
When you carry out these activities, bear in mind that you will be using the information to 
identify the barriers to and drivers of people’s behaviour, described in section 3.2 below. 
 
Listen 
Speak to people with personal experience of the behaviour (e.g. dog-owners and other 
recreational users of a site, not just conservation practitioners), to investigate their views, 
experiences, values, emotions, and motivations. 5-10 interviews can be enough to discover 
important themes. You might want more if the project looks at diverse target groups and 
each group is likely to have very different experience, although probing and prompting during 
an interview often matters more than the number of interviews. Ask open questions (i.e. 
questions that allow people to tell a story), rather than closed questions (i.e. questions that 
can be answered with yes/no, a number etc.) and be willing to divert from your list of planned 
questions when an interviewee brings up something interesting. 
 
Experience 
Try to adopt the target behaviour yourself, or if not possible, observe people with as little 
interference as possible. This allows you to understand much more than if you just ask 
people their opinion, as our behaviour is highly influenced by factors beyond our conscious 
awareness (see sections 3.2.1 and 4.1.1 below). 
 
Ask 
Survey people to get a broad understanding of an issue (usually at least 50 to capture main 
themes, and more if wishing to quantify findings or capture representative responses). 
Surveys allow you to reach a wide range of people in a short amount of time, and understand 
how prevalent different opinions, behaviours and attitudes are. Make sure that the questions 
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are mostly quantitative (i.e. have a number as an answer) or multiple-choice (i.e. you give 
respondents a number of possible answers). This will make it easier to analyse the 
responses. Think about how you can gather information in a cost-effective way, e.g. add 
questions to an existing survey rather than launching your own survey, or run a survey online 
rather than posting paper copies. 
 
Data 
Look at any existing data to find relationships, patterns, and trends surrounding your 
behaviour of interest. This can help confirm or disconfirm findings from the Listen and Ask 
steps. 

3.2 Identify the behavioural barriers and drivers  

Now that you have information about your target audience, we need to identify the factors 
influencing their behaviour. First we want to know why people are not adopting the desired 
target behaviour, i.e. to determine possible barriers to behaviour change that we will need to 
overcome with our intervention. We also want to find out if there are any positive influences 
that we could harness, i.e. potential drivers of the target behaviour. It is often also helpful to 
consider the drivers of the behaviour you wish to discourage: for example, as well 
considering the factors that make dog-owners more likely to use a lead, think about what 
factors may make them keep dogs off-lead. 
 
There are many different conceptual models of human behaviour that can help you think 
through the different behavioural factors more systematically. We outline two below - the ISM 
model and the COM-B model - that we find particularly useful, but you can choose whichever 
one you find most helpful for your own project. 

3.2.1 The ISM model 

ISM stands for the Individual, Social and Material influences on our behaviour (Figure 1).6 
This model is a description of how behaviour is a product of three levels of influence: 

● Individual: What conscious motivations, attitudes and knowledge do individuals have? 
How do non-conscious biases, habits and emotions influence them? 

● Social: How is our behaviour shaped by cultural norms, identities, relationships and 
interactions with other people? 

● Material: What is the wider context of the behaviour? What are the constraints or 
incentives set by economic factors, infrastructure, technology and availability of 
options? 
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Figure 1. The individual, social and material (ISM) influences on our behaviour (reproduced 
from ismtool.org). 
 
The ISM model is useful for uncovering the possible reasons why people behave the way 
they do (and not as we would like them to). By thinking through each of the ISM levels in 
turn, you will often be prompted to think of influences on people’s behaviour that you 
otherwise would have overlooked. 

3.2.2 The COM-B model 

The COM-B model describes how behaviour change emerges when three factors are in 
place. Specifically, Capability, Opportunity and Motivation together produce a change in 
Behaviour (Figure 2).7  
 

 
 
Figure 2. The COM-B model: (i) capability, opportunity and motivation together produce 
behaviour change, (ii) behaviour change feeds back to affect capability, opportunity and 
motivation, and (iii) motivation is affected by capability and opportunity. 
 
Capability is defined as the individual’s psychological and physical capacity to engage in the 
behaviour in question. It includes having the necessary knowledge and skills (see case study 
section below for examples in each of these categories). 

● Physical capability can include strength, skill or mobility.  
● Psychological capability can include knowledge and access to information. 

 
Opportunity is defined as all the factors that lie outside the individual that make the 
behaviour possible or prompt it. 
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● Physical opportunity can be afforded by the local environment, time-availability, 
accessibility and resources. 

● Social opportunity can be afforded by cultural norms, identities and social cues. 
 
Motivation is defined as all the brain processes that energize and direct behaviour, not just 
goals and conscious decision-making. It includes habitual processes, emotional responding, 
and analytical decision-making, all of which may be shaped or distorted by cognitive biases 

● Reflective motivation can include assessments of trade-offs, plans and evaluations. 
● Automatic motivation can include desires, impulses, inhibitions and habits.  

 
At BIT we find the COM-B model particularly useful for uncovering the possible barriers to 
behaviour change. Think through each category in turn: what aspects of capability, 
opportunity and motivation may be lacking, making it difficult for people to adopt the target 
behaviour? Go into as much detail as possible: documenting these barriers will provide you 
with a good basis for identifying interventions during the Solution stage. In the case study 
section below, we give an example of how we used COM-B to identify both barriers and 
drivers. 

3.3 Determine the touchpoints for intervention 

Now it’s time to identify where we might be able to intervene to change behaviour. Look for: 
● Moments of decision: when is your target audience making a choice that directly 

affects the target behaviour? For example, this could be when a dog-walker is leaving 
their house and deciding whether or not to bring a lead. 

● Points of contact: at which steps on the user journey can you contact your target 
audience, and how? These could include leaflets at a car park, or messages on social 
media. 

● Points of influence: where do you have leverage over your target audience’s 
behaviour? For example, you may be able to influence people’s walking routes by 
which paths you maintain on-site. 

 
It’s often helpful to develop a user journey map to help you find opportunities for intervention. 
A user journey map is a sequence showing the steps a person must follow to complete the 
target behaviour. When mapping the user journey, you should break it into as many stages 
as possible and be as detailed as possible about each step. You can highlight the stages 
where you might be able to intervene, and it can be helpful too to note the barriers and 
drivers (section 3.2 above) that affect whether people move along the journey to the next 
stage. 
 
In some cases, you may find that you have very little influence over or contact with the target 
audience. If this is so, consider returning to the Target phase and choosing a different target 
behaviour.  

3.4 Investigate relevant work in similar contexts 

In addition to carrying out Explore work with your specific target population and in your target 
location, it is helpful to find out what others have learned. This could include related 
interventions that have been tested elsewhere, or qualitative research that has uncovered 
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behavioural drivers and barriers that are relevant to your target. Again, use the COM-B 
categories to help you identify the drivers and barriers systematically. 
 
An easy way to do this is in a literature review, which could include published research from 
academia, government, NGOs and charities. You can also speak to people directly: setting 
up informal interviews with experts in the area can be an effective way to build your 
knowledge, and can help direct your literature review.  
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Case study: Explore 

Our Explore phase had two main components, each of which is reported in full in a 
standalone document: a rapid targeted search of the published evidence on responsible 
recreation interventions (details in our literature review), and ‘LEAD’ activities at our two 
pilot sites and with responsible recreation experts (details in our Explore Report). 
 
1. Literature review 
 
We reviewed relevant government agency reports, independent reports and published 
peer-reviewed literature related to recreation management or mitigation efforts in the UK 
and international conservation contexts.  From these sources, we compiled a list of 
different intervention types, drawing upon a pre-existing categorisation for behavioural 
interventions in conservation: physical, cognitive, incentives, enforcement and engagement 
(though there is some overlap, and some interventions blend elements of more than one). 
Alongside each intervention type, we highlighted the barriers which the intervention aims to 
overcome, using the COM-B model. Finally, for each intervention type we indicated the 
relevant behaviours it could feasibility target and assessed the strength of evidence.  
  
The key findings are: 

 Many different types of interventions have been used but they have not all been 
informed by behavioural science, and have rarely been rigorously evaluated; 

 Those with the strongest evidence base involve modifying the physical 
environment, including changing the layout of paths, or including affordance cues 
(where design of objects and the environment can unconsciously provide 
instructions on how to act, e.g. flat surfaces on doors indicate ‘push’ while a handle 
indicates ‘pull’); providing training; patrols by staff; and social marketing. This 
echoes the more general finding that our behaviour is often rooted in automatic 
responses to our physical and social surroundings; 

 Social marketing and other approaches that depend on changing attitudes and 
awareness need to be designed carefully to ensure intention translates into action;  

 The specific messages that work most effectively in signage, education and social 
marketing approaches is an open question; and 

 A combined approach may be the most effective, such as combining awareness-
raising with physical prompts at the moment of decision on site to nudge that 
ambient awareness into action. 

 
2a. LEAD: expert interviews 
 
We spoke with five experts in responsible recreation, from Natural England, the RSPB, 
Brecon Beacons National Park, and Cardiff University. The findings corroborated those 
from the literature review: many interventions have been attempted in the field but there 
has been little rigorous evaluation, and while suggested ideas are abundant, there is not a 
strong evidence base on what works. Promising interventions include modifications to the 
physical environment, such as by using paths or natural barriers to direct people away from 
sensitive areas, and messages that harness dog-owners’ identity, needs and sense of 
responsibility, rather than the more typical approach of conservation framing. 
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The table below summarises the interventions that have been tried, the behaviours they 
target, and the accompanying evidence. 
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2b. LEAD: visitor interviews 
 
We conducted a series of short interviews (~5 minutes) with dog walkers and other visitors 
at a sensitive and non-sensitive site in each of the Thames Basin Heaths and Solent areas. 
We identified a range of barriers to and drivers of responsible recreation behaviour at both 
sites. These include factors related to individuals’ awareness about sensitive birds and 
birds’ sensitivity to seemingly ‘normal’ dog behaviour, but also the physical characteristics 
of each site and visitors’ non-conservation-related motivations. In particular, we found low 
levels of awareness about what constitutes bird disturbance or personal acknowledgement 
of individuals’ own possible impacts.  We also found that dog-walking at each site is often a 
highly habitual and social activity, and the behaviours of other visitors are highly visible.  
  
We also found that visitors were generally quite receptive to messages about bird 
conservation, and supportive of bird-related information signs. However, an important 
caveat to note is that people often do not do what they say they will do, as discussed in the 
Target section above. Furthermore, from interviewing visitors and watching dog behaviour 
at each site, it is clear that owners rarely have sufficient off-lead control over their dogs to 
prevent bird disturbances, even though visitors tend to think their own dogs are under 
sufficient control. Given visitors’ strong motivation to visit these sites specifically for off-lead 
access, we suggest it may prove difficult to encourage visitors to either change site or use 
the lead for conservation purposes alone. Encouraging dog-walkers to choose certain 
routes and keep dogs in close proximity and ‘under control’ is likely to be more feasible. 
 
3c. LEAD: visitor survey 
 
We surveyed 64 people in dog-focused social media groups in the Thames Basin Heaths 
area (using Google Forms to create the survey). We targeted these groups because we 
wanted to get responses from dog-owners specifically. However, we note that this is not a 
representative sample of dog-owners, as we would expect those who belong to the social 
media groups and completed the survey to be more engaged than average.  
 
The main findings are: 

 People’s primary motivation for choosing somewhere to walk their dog was having 
somewhere to let the dog off-lead; convenience and cost are also important; 

 People identified as nature lovers and think dog-walkers have a responsibility to 
look after natural areas they use, and although they agreed that visitors can have a 
negative impact, they did not often see dogs disturb wildlife;  

 People got information about the area from social media, wardens and leaflets, and 
they were most interested in finding out about amenities, where the different areas 
are and where to walk their dog. 

 
The table on the next page uses the COM-B model to summarise the barriers and drivers 
that we identified from the visitor interviews and survey. These findings suggest that raising 
awareness could be valuable if supported with other interventions, such as modifications to 
the physical environment, that help bridge the gap between intention and action. 
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4. Solution 

 
 

Purpose: We design an intervention to change the Target behaviour using our Explore 
findings and insights from the behavioural science literature. A simple way to apply 
behavioural insights is to use the EAST framework: interventions to change behaviour 
should make it Easy, Attractive, Social and Timely. As in the Target phase, we then 
consider feasibility and impact, assessing each intervention idea to see how well we could 
implement it and how successful it is likely to be.  
 
Output: A shortlist of intervention ideas that balance impact and feasibility. One idea 
should be chosen to take forward into the Trial phase, with a detailed plan for how you will 
implement it. 

4.1 Develop intervention ideas 

As a first step in developing intervention ideas, consider any existing interventions that you 
identified in the Explore phase that could be adapted for your context, or any existing ideas 
you may have that could be developed further. 
 
The next step is to generate new ideas based on behavioural science. The most successful 
interventions will generally achieve two things. First, they will address the key barriers 
identified in your Explore research. Second, they will align with the wider science of 
behaviour change. Much of that wider research is summarised in BIT’s ‘EAST’ framework, 
though many other resources are available, including BIT’s reports ‘Behaviour Change for 
Nature’ and ‘A Menu for Change’, and Defra’s ‘4-Es’ framework.8 
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4.1.1 EAST: four simple ways to apply behavioural insights 

The EAST framework distils the behavioural science literature into four principles to make them easier to use in practice: make the desired 
behaviour Easy, Attractive, Social and Timely. We give an overview and examples of each principle in Table 1 below, and intervention ideas 
from our own responsible recreation project in the case study at the end of this section. Please note that Table 1 is not an exhaustive list: for 
more examples, we recommend you read the full EAST report. 
 
Table 1. Behavioural insights to make behaviour Easy, Attractive, Social and Timely. 
 

Principle Behavioural insight Example 

Easy 
One of the most important lessons 
from the behavioural science literature 
is that even when people want to do 
something, they often take the path of 
least resistance. Very small and 
seemingly trivial ‘frictions’ can have a 
large influence on behaviour.  

Friction costs. Our behaviour is disproportionately 
impacted by small points of hassle. Removing these 
frictions can help people act on their intentions, while 
introducing frictions can discourage undesirable 
actions. 

The recycling rate at a university increased after the 
introduction of bins with specialized lids, which made it 
easier to see which items should go where (removing 
friction).9 Less food was wasted when a cafeteria did 
not provide trays, as people had to make an effort to 
get more food (adding friction).10 

Choice architecture. Our subconscious decision-
making is influenced by the availability and positioning 
of options: we're more likely to choose what is more 
available, easier to reach or first on a list. We also 
evaluate choices relative to the other options that are 
present, so a large cup of coffee would seem small 
compared to an extra-large one, but not compared to a 
small one. 

Diners were more likely to choose sustainable food 
options when these options were listed at the top of the 
menu, made more visible, or made more available 
relative to other options.11 

Defaults. People tend to stick with the default choice or 
the status quo. This is because we don’t engage 
consciously with many of our daily decisions, or we 
lack the motivation to take a different course of action. 
Defaults are also often perceived as a ‘safe bet’ or an 
implicit recommendation. 

Defaulting customers into a renewable electricity tariff 
led to a tenfold increase in the number of people on 
that tariff.12 

Substitutes. Behaviour change is easier when people 
are provided with an alternative course of action that is 

Switching from smoking to using e-cigarettes can be 
more effective than trying to quit cold turkey.13 
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more similar to the undesirable behaviour they are 
shifting away from. 

Attractive 
We are constantly exposed to more 
information than our brains can 
process, meaning that we have 
developed strategies for filtering out all 
but the most salient parts. We are 
more likely to adopt a behaviour when 
it captures our attention or is in line 
with our motivation and beliefs.  
 

Framing. People tend to find messages based on 
pride, fun and humour more compelling than those 
based on guilt. People are also driven by desires to 
save money, have fun and be social. 

A survey of UK citizens who had adopted lower-carbon 
lifestyles found that concern for ‘the environment’ was 
often not their primary motivation.14 People in a study 
who were asked to imagine the positive emotion of 
pride expressed more pro-environmental intentions 
than people asked to imagine guilt.15 

Incentives. The way rewards are offered and framed 
influences how attractive they are even when their 
actual value remains constant. Lotteries can be 
effective motivators because people often focus on a 
large prize, even if their chance of winning it is small. 
Non-financial incentives can work because social 
approval or recognition can be just as motivating as 
money (see Social section below). Also, if there is a 
risk of payment displacing people’s intrinsic motivation 
to do the right thing, non-monetary rewards and social 
recognition can be more effective. 

People who played a game competing with others to be 
more sustainable consumed less energy for several 
months after playing the game.16 

Salience. We have finite attention and mental capacity, 
so we're drawn to stimuli that stand out, are engaging 
and are relevant to us. You can draw attention with 
visual cues that are particularly noticeable (such as 
bright and contrasting colours, or using people’s 
names) or with communications that are tailored to 
people’s interests. 

Study participants who read messages about the local 
effects of climate change (making it more personally 
relevant) reported higher engagement than those who 
read about global effects.17 Painting green footsteps on 
the ground leading up to bins (an eye-catching cue) 
resulted in less litter on the street around the bins in a 
Danish city.18 

Social 
Humans are social beings and we are 
heavily influenced by what those 
around us do and say, especially those 
we identify with.  

Social norms. People are highly influenced by what 
others are doing, so we're more likely to adopt a 
behaviour when we think that the majority of people do 
it or an increasing number of people are shifting 
towards it. 

High-consuming electricity customers decreased their 
usage after receiving reports comparing them to their 
more efficient neighbours (and low-consuming 
customers stayed low when given positive feedback in 
the form of a smiley face).19 People were more 
interested in cutting down their meat consumption 
when they were informed that a growing number of 
people had recently started eating less meat.20 
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Messengers. Social influences are particularly 
powerful when they come from ‘people like us’, or 
people we find likeable, credible or authoritative. 

Students from disadvantaged backgrounds in the UK 
were more likely to apply to university when they 
received a letter of encouragement from a former 
student with a similar background.21 

Observability. Making behaviour public can be a 
strong motivator to avoid the social cost of not following 
through, and to behave in a way that we (often 
unconsciously) wish to be seen by others. 

Donations to a Costa Rican national park made in 
public in the presence of a solicitor were 25% higher 
than those made in private.22 

Identity. People attach a lot of value to their sense of 
identity and to social groups they belong to or want to 
belong to. 

A campaign to reduce illegal wildlife trade among men 
in Vietnam highlighted the desirable identity of internal 
character strength (“chi”), contrasted with obtaining 
strength from rhino horn consumption.23 

Timely 
People react very differently to the 
same information depending on when 
they receive it. In addition, we have a 
deep tendency to value the present 
more than the future. 
 

Key moments. Humans are creatures of habit and it 
can be difficult to change our behaviour once we've got 
into a routine, but you can capitalize on or generate 
moments of disruption to help people start new habits. 
For example, encourage changes when someone 
moves house, or get people to try something new 
during a dedicated day, week or month. 

People were four times more likely to sign up to a new 
bike-sharing scheme when they had recently moved 
into the area (because they were forming new routines 
in their lives) compared to when existing residents just 
had a bike docking station installed near their home.24 

Planning. We're more likely to act on our intentions 
when we have a specific plan with concrete actions and 
steps to overcome potential barriers. Simple guidelines 
and rules of thumb can also keep us on track, as can 
prompts or reminders at key moments and feedback on 
the positive effects of our behaviour. 

When employees planned their recycling intentions, a 
company produced less waste going to landfill.25 

Pre-commitments. The complexities of life and our 
limited willpower often get in the way of our good 
intentions. We are therefore more likely to act on those 
intentions if we lock ourselves into a commitment in 
advance, such as signing up to run a marathon. 

Hotel guests were more likely to reuse towels when 
they committed to do so at check-in.26 
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4.1.2 How to use EAST 

First, consider the behavioural drivers and barriers that you identified during the Explore 
phase. How could the behavioural insights in EAST help you harness the drivers and 
overcome the barriers? Brainstorm a list of intervention ideas. For example, a barrier to 
people putting their dog on a lead while walking through a sensitive area is that they see 
most other dog-owners with dogs off-lead (social norms). An intervention idea would be to 
make it more visible when dog-owners do use leads: for example, you could use photos of 
dogs on leads in photos in any communications materials. 
 
Next, consider the touchpoints for intervention that you identified during the Explore phase: 
when could your intervention idea be implemented? For example, photos of dogs on leads 
could be featured in leaflets and posters on-site, as well as on social media. 

4.2 Prioritise impact and feasibility 

The previous step will give you a longlist of intervention ideas. It is unlikely that you will be 
able to test all of them, although sometimes it may be possible to bundle together more than 
one idea into a broader ‘suite’ of interventions. In any case, the next step is to narrow down 
your list by considering the two criteria we used in the Target phase: impact and feasibility. 
Whereas previously we assessed the impact of changing the target behaviour on our broader 
goal, now we need to assess the impact of the intervention on changing the target behaviour. 
We also previously assessed how feasible it would be to shift the target behaviour; now we 
need to assess how feasible it would be to implement the intervention. 
 
As in the Target phase, you may have to trade off feasibility and impact when choosing your 
highest priority Solution idea. Questions to consider when prioritising your ideas are: 

● Does the intervention address the barriers you identified in the Explore phase? 
● How large an effect do you think this intervention might have on behaviour? You may 

be able to find the impact of similar interventions in the literature you reviewed. 
● Do you have the budget, capacity and buy-in or authority to implement the 

intervention (and, if it is successful, to scale it)? 
● How will you evaluate whether your intervention is successful? At this point it is 

helpful to read ahead in the Trial section, as some interventions may only be suitable 
for certain types of evaluation. 

4.3 Refine your chosen idea 

When you have selected which idea(s) you want to test, you will need to flesh out the details, 
including designing the materials and determining how the intervention will be delivered. 
Depending on the intervention, you may want to prototype it and get feedback from your 
target audience. Note that this prototyping process does not show us whether the actual 
intervention will have an impact on the target behaviour of interest, but just whether the 
intervention has the potential to be effective. 
 
The Template for Intervention Description and Replication (TIDieR) is a helpful way to think 
through the details of an intervention systematically.27 This framework involves answering the 
questions in Table 2 to give a comprehensive description of an intervention, including its 
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rationale; the steps, resources and personnel necessary for its implementation; and any 
modifications or risk mitigation to take into account. 
 
Table 2. Template for Intervention Description and Replication. 
 

Item Description 

Brief name Name or phrase that describes the intervention 

Why Rationale, theory or goal of any of the elements of the intervention 

What (materials) Physical or informational materials used in the intervention, 
including those provided to participants or used in intervention 
delivery or in training of intervention providers 

What (procedures) Each of the procedures, activities, and/or processes used in the 
intervention, including any enabling or support activities 

Who (providers) Roles of people delivering the intervention 

Who (recipients) Groups of people receiving the intervention 

How Modes of delivery (such as via leaflets or face-to-face) of the 
intervention and whether it was provided individually or in a group 

Where Locations(s) of the intervention, including any necessary 
infrastructure or relevant features 

When and how 
much 

The number of times the intervention is delivered and over what 
period of time including the number of sessions, their schedule, and 
their duration or intensity 

Tailoring If the intervention is personalised or adapted, then what, why, 
when, and how 

Modifications To be completed after the intervention: Modifications to the 
intervention during the course of the study (what, why, when, and 
how) 

How well (planned) Strategies to maintain or improve intervention adherence or fidelity: 
how and by whom 

How well (actual) To be completed after the intervention: The extent to which the 
intervention was delivered as planned 
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Case study: Solution 

We generated behaviourally-informed ideas for three separate intervention components, 
reflecting our parallel approach of including intermediate outcomes alongside our main 
behavioural target. 
 

 
 
Intervention part A: a new communications strategy 
 
Our aim is to maximise the impact of communication materials on dog-walkers’ 
comprehension of what wildlife disturbance entails, as well as their perceptions of how 
positive they found the message, and how likely they would be to pick up a leaflet on a 
future walk. The behavioural insights we chose to incorporate into a leaflet included: 

● Action-oriented branding targeted towards dog-owners rather than branding from 
the nature area, which may be perceived as a conservation-oriented messenger 

● Simple checklist of actions for dog-owners to take, emphasising new things try with 
their dog rather than reducing wildlife disturbance 

● Positive images, including a birdwatcher with a dog (in order to reduce perceived 
opposition between birdwatchers and dog-walkers) 

● Appealing to dog-owners as ‘nature lovers’: our Explore work showed that most 
dog-owners in our sample considered themselves nature lovers, so we also include 
a social norms message 

● A social norm message, highlighting that most dog-walkers consider themselves 
nature lovers 

● Information about what wildlife disturbance looks like, highlighting the birds’ story to 
make disturbance more salient, and emphasising potential losses to dog walkers 

● Content that is useful and interesting to dog-walkers beyond providing information 
about disturbance, including new routes to try with your dog and birds to spot along 
the way 

On the next page, we show the behaviourally-informed leaflet designs, with two alternative 
front covers, and versions displaying branding from each pilot site (see the Trial section of 
the case study for further details). 
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Two alternative front covers                              Checklist inside front cover                      Main inside section 

Cover 1                        Cover 2 
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Intervention part B: ‘delivery channels’ for this communications strategy 
 
The messaging approach developed in part A above can be delivered in a range of ways, 
for example through social media, as leaflets to new homemovers, or on signage in car 
parks. We outline behaviourally-informed next steps for this in the Scale section below, but 
did not develop this part of the intervention further. 
 
Intervention part C: a physical intervention 
 
While parts A and B address the intermediate outcome of raising awareness, part C 
addresses the target behaviour directly (path choice on-site). We generated a list of 
solution ideas based on the behavioural science literature and the evidence base for 
previous interventions in responsible recreation that we gathered during our Explore phase 
literature review. Our shortlist included: 
 

● Create loose or temporary barriers around highly sensitive areas, or paths that we 
don’t want people to walk down on (e.g. with vegetation, or pieces of string 
attached to short wooden poles); alternatively, create new paths through non-
sensitive areas. Behavioural insight: make it easier for people to visit non-sensitive 
areas. 

● At critical decision points (e.g. exit from a car park), indicate the preferred path 
choice (to non-sensitive area) with pawprints. Behavioural insight: our attention is 
unconsciously drawn to novel, engaging and relevant stimuli. 

● Traffic light pawprint marker displayed on path to indicate suitability for dogs. 
Behavioural insight: traffic light labelling is easy to understand and does not require 
much awareness of the underlying issues. 

● Provide free training events for dog-walkers; attendance could be incentivised by 
framing as a free coffee/social event. Behavioural insight: training does not simply 
raise awareness but helps bridge the gap between intention and action by building 
capacity and helping people go through specific steps they need to take in the 
relevant moment.  

● Label certain paths in non-sensitive areas as being 'for dogs', just as bridleways are 
implied to be for horses. Behavioural insight: instead of asking dog-walkers to avoid 
certain areas, this has a more positive framing that harnesses dog-walkers’ sense 
of identity, allowing them to feel ownership over certain areas. 

● Provide signs with route maps that recommend good paths for dogs and give tips 
for 'things to do with your dog ' along the way (more positive framing of 'how to 
behave responsibly with your dog'). Behavioural insight: this makes it easier for 
dog-walkers to choose less sensitive areas, and by tailoring the map to dog-
owners’ specific needs and motivations, makes certain options more appealing to 
them. Providing the information at a timely moment (on signs while out for a walk) is 
more effective than when they are more removed from potential decisions (such as 
reading a leaflet at home). 

● 'Gamification' of desired paths by having dog-walkers take pictures of their dogs at 
several points along the path and post them on social media with a specific hashtag 
(similar to a scavenger hunt) along with a prize draw. Behavioural insight: this aims 
to increase motivation to use certain paths by harnessing dog-walkers’ social 
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identity and desires to benefit their dog while using natural areas. Prize draws 
(financial or non-financial) can also be more effective than fixed incentives. 

● Provide dog-related amenities or activities (such as washing stations and waste 
bins, or interactive 'sniff trail') on paths in non-sensitive areas. Behavioural insight: 
dog-owners are highly motivated by benefits to their dogs. This intervention aims to 
make non-sensitive routes more attractive in this regard. 

● Create a certificate and course for professional dog-walkers to be 'Natural England 
approved'  (or appropriate authority), which would cover dog safety and other topics 
in addition to wildlife awareness; promote this among dog owners to encourage 
them only to use approved professionals. Behavioural insight: the effectiveness of 
training opportunities could be amplified by using market forces (demand from dog-
owners) to encourage professional dog-walkers to take a training course. 

● Hold a dog-walking and bird-watching club (walks could be led by a 'guide dog'). 
Behavioural insight: there may be hostility between dog-walkers and bird-watchers, 
as each perceive the other to be part of a distinct ‘other’ social group. A joint activity 
could help dissolve this barrier, and encourage dog walkers to pay attention to the 
birds and be aware of potential disturbance. 

 
After discussion with the teams at each field site, we agreed that the solution best 
balancing feasibility and impact, and most in line with the teams’ priorities, was the 
pawprint signage indicating the preferred path, with optional provision of dog-friendly 
amenities on these non-sensitive paths. 
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5. Trial 

 
 

Purpose: It’s often tempting to assume we know what works, but human behaviour is 
complex, context-specific and unpredictable, and even interventions based on robust 
theory and logical assumptions may not work as expected. So the behavioural insights 
approach is not just about applying novel behavioural science, but also crucially about 
running impact evaluations, i.e. gathering evidence to find out whether an intervention is 
effective. Ideally we use randomised controlled trials (RCTs), where one group of people is 
randomly allocated to receive the intervention while the other does not, as this is the most 
rigorous method of impact evaluation. However there are several other methods we can 
use when an RCT is not possible, for example due to small sample sizes or an inability to 
allocate the intervention randomly. 
 
Output: Results from an impact evaluation to tell you whether your intervention worked. 
You may also have findings from a process evaluation to tell you how your intervention 
was received by the target audience. 

5.1 Define your outcome measures 

As described in section 2.2 in the Target phase, we need a way to quantify people’s 
behaviour. Outcomes are what we will measure in this trial, i.e. what we expect to change as 
a result of intervention. It is preferable to use direct observations of behaviour, but where this 
is not possible, your outcomes will have to be proxy measures for that behaviour (section 
2.2.2), or intermediate outcomes which are expected to precede a behaviour such as altered 
attitudes or behavioural intent (section 2.2.1), noting that we cannot always assume these 
translate to the target behaviour itself. 
 
We typically define a single primary outcome measure in any given trial. When we have 
multiple outcome measures, we risk finding statistically significant results simply by chance. 
To reduce this risk, best practice is to choose the outcome that we consider most important 
to be the primary outcome measure, and we can analyse additional outcomes of interest as 
secondary outcome measures, which can tell us details about how the primary outcome 
works, or exploratory outcome measures, where we look for trends in the data that we may 
not have considered before we ran the trial. 

5.2 Identify your comparison group 

5.2.1 Randomised controlled trials 

Randomised controlled trials (RCTs; Figure 2) are seen as the gold standard of rigour in an 
impact evaluation.28 They are standard practice in medicine; now used in many other fields 
such as education, they are becoming more common in conservation as well. 
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Figure 3. Overview of a randomised controlled trial (RCT). 
 
The most important characteristics of an RCT are, as the name suggests: 

● Random assignment. We randomly allocate people to the treatment or the control 
group, rather than making use of any pre-existing groupings (e.g. people from one 
town or in one age group receive the treatment while others do not). For a large 
enough sample size, we would expect randomisation to create groups that do not 
have any systematic differences from each other (see section 5.3 below). This means 
we can say that any differences in outcomes we see between the groups are caused 
by the intervention, rather than due to any underlying differences. 

● The control group. One set of people receives the intervention (the treatment group) 
and the other does not (the control). In a given trial there may be multiple treatment 
groups receiving different versions of the intervention (e.g. different versions of a 
leaflet), but the key point is that all of them are compared against the control. This 
means that we are evaluating the intervention relative to what would have happened 
without it, because otherwise it would not be impossible to say whether our results 
were due to the intervention itself or other outside factors. 

 
The main factor you will have to consider in determining whether or how you can run an RCT 
is whether you have a large enough sample size (see section 5.3 below). An additional 
consideration in designing an RCT is the risk of spillover, i.e. when people who are in the 
control group inadvertently receive the treatment. For example, this could happen if people in 
the treatment group are sent leaflets, and someone in the treatment group gives a leaflet to a 
friend in the control group who was not sent one. To minimise this risk, instead of 
randomising individuals into the treatment and control groups, you could randomise 
‘clusters’: for example, if leaflets are distributed to new housing developments, entire 
developments would be randomised to be in either the treatment or control, rather than 
individual households. These are called levels of randomisation. 
 
If an RCT is not feasible, we can use a ‘quasi-experimental design’ where we still compare 
two groups without random assignment. This means we won’t be able to say with as much 
certainty whether any effect is really caused by the intervention, but we still gain some 
information on what would have happened without the intervention.  
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5.2.2 Simple quasi-experimental designs 

Cross section 
This is a straightforward comparison between a group that receives the intervention and one 
that does not, with no randomisation (Figure 3). For example, new signage could be installed 
in one site but not another, and walkers’ path choices could be compared between the two 
sites. This is one of the simplest evaluations to run and is feasible with a small sample size, 
but we cannot be sure that any results we see are not due to pre-existing differences 
between the groups. 

 
Figure 4. Comparison between different groups in a cross section study. 
 
Pre-post 
This is a before-after comparison, where we collect data prior to the intervention at all the 
sites where it will be implemented (baseline data), and compare to data collected after the 
intervention is in place (Figure 4). This is also one of the easiest and most feasible types of 
evaluation to run, and avoids the issue of comparing non-equivalent sites. However, within a 
given site there may be changes over time, so we cannot be sure to what extent any 
differences are caused by the intervention itself. 

 
Figure 5. Comparison in the same group over time in a pre-post design. 

5.2.3 More complex quasi-experimental designs 

The following designs are more rigorous than those in section 5.2.2 above, and seek to 
recreate the conditions of an RCT where an RCT is not possible: that is, seeking to ensure 
the only difference we are observing, between the two groups, is caused by the intervention. 
However, you will need to consider whether this offsets the increased complexity for the 
purpose of your trial. 
 
Difference-in-differences 
This combines elements of the cross section and pre-post designs, comparing changes over 
time in a non-random treatment group to changes in a non-random control group (Figure 5). 
The underlying assumption is that, without the intervention, the groups would have had the 
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same change in outcomes (i.e. their trends would have moved in parallel, even if they were 
different to begin with). For example, two sites may have different numbers of visitors to each 
other, and both may increase their numbers in summer, but if the trends are consistent with 
each other, a difference-in-differences analysis is a good option 

 
Figure 6. Difference-in-differences design: comparison between different groups’ trends over 
time. 
 
Matching 
This approach aims to create a non-random control group that is the same as the treatment 
group with respect to observable characteristics such as age, gender or income. The 
underlying assumption is that the matched individuals are also the same on unobservable 
characteristics, such as motivation or experience, so that the only difference between the 
groups is whether or not they received the intervention (as with an RCT). However, it’s not 
possible to check this assumption, and so there is still potential for underlying differences 
between groups to bias the results. 

5.3 Maximise your sample size 

The sample size we need depends in part on how big an effect we expect the intervention to 
have (the effect size; see section 5.5.2 below). Our goal in a trial is to be able to detect any 
effect of the intervention, if such an effect does actually exist. This is called statistical power. 
The smaller the impact of our intervention, the more power we need to detect it. More power 
is achieved by either increasing the sample size, which in turn could be achieved by 
including a larger group of people or number of sites in your sample or by capturing more 
observations from a given sample (e.g. running the trial for longer).  
 
Different types of trials (see section 5.2) require different sample sizes. In particular, an RCT 
needs a large sample size, because the issue is not just statistical power, but avoiding 
‘randomisation failure’. Randomisation relies on the ‘law of large numbers’. When people are 
randomly allocated to treatment and control groups, if those groups are small, there may end 
up being differences between them just by chance, limiting our ability to isolate any 
difference caused by the intervention. And remember that if you’ve randomised whole 
clusters, rather than individuals, you will need an even larger sample size. 
 
Running a trial is an investment of time and resources, so you want to be confident that if 
your intervention truly has an effect, you will be able to detect it. However, we recognise that 
there may be constraints on sample size due to resources or simply the number of separate 
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sites that you may have oversight of. Reduced data collection (say, a few hundred 
observations) would still be worthwhile, and could be considered a 'pilot study', giving 
indicative results and providing valuable learning for future rollout. 

5.4 Consider a process evaluation 

The outcome measures we have discussed so far are quantitative data, i.e. numbers that we 
can compare to determine whether the intervention has an effect. Measuring the effect of an 
intervention (relative to what would have happened if the intervention had not taken place) is 
known as an impact evaluation. As part of a trial, it is also often useful to collect qualitative 
data, i.e. non-numerical findings such as responses in interviews.  
 
Qualitative data can be collected as part of an implementation and process evaluation (often 
called an IPE or process evaluation), which tells us how and why an intervention did (or did 
not) have an effect. For example, you could carry out short interviews with visitors in a nature 
area after you have installed new signage, to better understand whether they have noticed it 
and how they perceive it. More generally, useful information you can gain from a process 
evaluation includes:  

● What were the recipients’ experiences of the intervention? 
● What were their (conscious) motivations for changing their behaviour? 
● Did all intended recipients actually ‘receive’ (in this case, notice or experience) the 

intervention? If not, why? 
● If they did receive it, did they act on it? If not, why? 

5.5 Implement your intervention, collect data and analyse results 

5.5.1 Running the trial 

Depending on your trial design, you may need to collect baseline data (e.g. in pre-post and 
difference-in-difference designs: section 5.2 above). In these cases, the trial will start as soon 
as you start collecting data, even though you will not have put the intervention in place yet. 
Running the trial may seem straightforward, but make sure to prepare by testing out your 
data collection methods and how you will implement the intervention to minimise the risk of 
anything unexpected happening when you launch the trial. It’s also good practice to write a 
list of risks to the trial (i.e. what could potentially go wrong) before you start, and think of 
strategies to mitigate them if necessary. Keep a record too of how the trial was implemented 
in practice, i.e. whether anything differed from what you had planned. 

5.5.2 Analysing the data 

Regardless of the trial design (section 5.2 above), we will be comparing outcome measures 
in a group that received the intervention and a group that did not (either separate people or 
sites, or the same people or sites after versus before you implemented the intervention). We 
want to find out two pieces of information: 

1. How big a difference there is between the groups (the effect size) 
2. The likelihood that any difference we see is due to chance (statistical significance) 
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The effect size tells us whether any change in behaviour is actually meaningful in the real 
world. If you have an effect size expressed as a percentage, it can be useful to translate this 
into numbers of real people to help you think about what the practical implications are (see 
example in section 6.1 below). Whether an effect size is meaningful depends a lot on the 
behaviour and the system in question, and your desired goal. 
 
To find out whether an effect is statistically significant, you will have to run a statistical test, 
which will compare the data you collected to a theoretical distribution of data that we would 
expect if the intervention did not have an effect. This will give us a probability that any 
difference between groups in our data is due to chance; the typical standard for calling a 
difference statistically significant is that there is a less than 5% probability that it is due to 
chance. The more variation there is in the data, and the smaller the sample size, the more 
likely it will be that an effect is due to chance.1 
 

                                                
1 By analogy, if you tossed a coin four times and saw heads 75% of the time, this is quite likely to be 
due to chance (there is a 25% likelihood of getting 3 heads in 4 tosses). So we’d be unlikely to 
conclude, with much confidence, that the coin was weighted. However, if you tossed a coin 1000 
times, and saw heads 75% of the time, this is very unlikely to occur by chance (close to 1 in 2x1058). 
We would therefore conclude with much more confidence that the coin was weighted. 
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Case study: Trial 

This project involved two separate trials, one online and the second in the field. Please see 
our standalone results report for more information about the online trial. 
 
Trial 1: methodology 
 
The first part of the Trial phase was an online randomised controlled trial (RCT) to 
rigorously test the effectiveness of behaviourally-informed messaging on dog-owners’ 
comprehension of what constitutes ‘wildlife disturbance’ and on intentions to pick up the 
leaflet (the primary outcomes). An additional aim was to test the impact on dog-owners’ 
perceptions of the message, reflected by how positive and useful they felt it was 
(secondary outcomes). We conducted the trial on Predictiv (www.predictiv.co.uk), an online 
platform for running behavioural experiments built by BIT. Predictiv has a panel of over 
200,000 people in the UK; all participants who are dog-owners were eligible to participate 
in this trial. 
 
Some participants were randomly allocated to see a control (business as usual) version of 
the leaflet, based on a leaflet designed by Bird Aware Solent, but never published or 
distributed. Other participants saw a treatment version informed by additional behavioural 
insights (see Solution section above), and a third group saw no leaflet at all. We introduced 
a further variation within the treatment group, testing different front cover designs (all 
participants in the treatment group saw the same inner panels of the leaflet, but there were 
two different designs for the front of the leaflet). Finally, we developed two versions of the 
treatment and control leaflets, with branding from each of our field sites, so that half of the 
control group and half of the treatment group were randomly allocated to see the Bird 
Aware Solent versions (treatment and control), and the other half saw the Thames Basin 
Heaths versions (treatment and control). 

 
 
Participants were asked questions to measure their comprehension of issues around 
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wildlife disturbance and (for those that saw a leaflet) their feelings about different 
components of the leaflet. Our primary outcome measures were: 

● A comprehension score, calculated as the proportion of correct answers to eight 
comprehension questions 

● Participants’ stated intent to pick up the leaflet after they had seen only the front 
cover 

And several secondary outcomes: 
● Our Explore work had revealed that an important comprehension issue to focus on 

was people not realising that birds flying away constitutes disturbance. For this 
reason, in addition to analysing the overall comprehension score, we also analysed 
people’s answers to the question ‘Is the following an example of disturbance [yes / 
no / don’t know]? Birds flying away when a person or dog comes near.’ 

● Participants’ perceptions of how positive the leaflet was towards dog-walkers and 
how useful they felt it was. 

 
Trial 1: results 
 
We found no statistically significant difference in overall comprehension scores between 
the control and treatment leaflets, although scores were significantly lower in the group 
who did not see a leaflet, suggesting that leaflets do improve baseline awareness of wildlife 
disturbance. The graphs below show the comprehension scores (percentage of the eight 
questions people answered correctly) for each group. ‘Placebo’ is the group that did not 
see a leaflet; the panel on the left gives the results for the Solent and the right for Thames 
Basin Heaths.  
 

 
 
The difference between the placebo and leaflet groups is relatively modest (~4 percentage 
points, or 6.5% in relative terms). However, this is to be expected as many of the eight 
comprehension questions could be considered to be relatively ‘easy’, and were included, in 
part, to shield the question we most care about: causing birds to fly away. Analysing 
answers to this question alone (a secondary analysis), we saw similar patterns to the 
overall comprehension figures, albeit with much larger results. Specifically, 71% of 
participants who saw a leaflet correctly identified that causing birds to fly away constitutes 
disturbance, while only 55% of those who did not read a leaflet correctly answered this 
question. This is a statistically significant difference of 16 percentage points, or 23 per cent 
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fewer correct answers. That is to say, the difference in overall comprehension scores was 
largely driven by increased understanding that causing birds to fly away counts as a wildlife 
disturbance. 
 

 
 
Participants stated they would be slightly more likely to pick up the leaflet in the treatment 
version whose front page contained more dog emphasis and less site branding. 68% of 
participants said they would be likely or very likely to pick up the leaflet with front-page dog 
emphasis, compared to 61% of those who saw the one treatment leaflet with more site 
branding, and 61% in the control group (a weakly significant difference). Participants also 
perceived this leaflet slightly more positively than the others. 
 

 
 
Trial 1: recommendations 
 
Overall, sentiment towards the leaflets was positive, and both leaflets were effective at 
improving comprehension of key issues. This demonstrates that dog-walkers can be 
engaged on wildlife issues without antagonism. Since the treatment and control leaflets 
were equally effective in raising awareness, which version should be used? Although there 
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were no statistically significant differences between the two leaflets in terms of 
comprehension, the treatment leaflet performed very slightly better, so if all else is equal, 
we would recommend using this version. In addition, the trial gave some evidence that the 
front cover is particularly important, so we recommend fine-tuning this in any further leaflet 
design. The covers with more dog-emphasis performed slightly better, but we also note 
that the findings are consistent for each site-specific version of the leaflet. This suggests 
that the differences between leaflet versions are less due to the branding from a particular 
site but instead the more general emphasis on relevance to dog-owners. 
 
Trial 2: methodology and protocol 
 
The second part of the Trial phase is a pre-post field trial of pawprint signage. At the 
time of writing this report, this trial has not yet been implemented, although we have written 
a protocol for the site teams to run it with support from Natural England, during the 
appropriate field season. The main component of the intervention involves placing pawprint 
signs at decision points (such as an exit from a car park or at other path junctions) where 
visitors can choose between a path to a sensitive area (the undesirable path) and a path to 
a less sensitive area (the desirable path), with the aim is to encourage visitors, particularly 
dog-walkers, to avoid areas where wildlife may be disturbed. An additional component of 
the intervention that could optionally be implemented in conjunction with the pawprint signs 
is a network of paths through non-sensitive areas, tailored specifically to dogs and their 
owners with features such as dog poo bins, ‘sniff trails’ or other activities for dogs. 
 
As this is a pre-post comparison, it involves two periods of data collection: 

● Baseline, i.e. before the pawprint signs are installed 
● Post-intervention, i.e. immediately after the signage has been put in place 

 
 
We have two outcome measures in this trial: 

● The proportion of dog-walkers’ decisions to take the desirable path versus the 
undesirable path 

● The proportion of all visitors’ decisions to take the desirable path versus the 
undesirable path 

We use proportions rather than the absolute number of decisions to take the desirable path 
as this allows us to account for overall differences in visitor traffic at different sites and 
times. If we counted more people on the desirable path with the intervention versus 
without, we would not know whether this was due to more people passing through that 
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decision point (and thus there would be more visitors on the undesirable path as well) or 
due to more visitors taking the desirable path instead of the undesirable path. 
 
A simple process evaluation would provide information how the intervention may have 
worked (or not worked), and could involve just a few questions to visitors on-site after the 
period of post-intervention data collection has finished (to avoid biasing people’s path 
choices during data collection): 

● Which paths/areas in this site have you visited today? 
● Have you seen any new signs [and features on the paths, if applicable] during your 

visit? If so, what were they? 
● [If they saw the signs] Did you take the paths the signs indicated? Why or why not? 
● [If they saw the signs] How noticeable / appealing / useful did you find the signs? 
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6. Scale 

 
 

Purpose: At the end of the project, we consider the lessons learned from our trial and what 
to do next. This involves identifying what worked, and considering how it could be rolled 
out at scale, as well as identifying what did not work, and whether we can make changes to 
our initial ideas and test a different intervention. 
 
Output: A plan for next steps (scale up or take a different approach). 

6.1 Interpret your findings from the trial 

The first step in the Scale phase is to consider your trial results to determine how effective 
you think the intervention was. Ask yourself the following questions to help you make a 
conclusion and decide and what next steps to take.  
 
Did your intervention work as expected? 

● How much (if at all) did people’s behaviour change? How does the difference in the 
outcome measures between treatment and control (the treatment effect) translate into 
real numbers of people behaving differently? For example, imagine your intervention 
caused a 5 percentage point increase in people choosing a path through a non-
sensitive area instead of a sensitive area. If 100 people per day make a decision 
about which path to take, this would mean an extra 5 people per day choosing that 
path. 

● How big a change in behaviour would you want to see to meaningfully reduce 
disturbance to wildlife? For example, would a change in path choice by 5 people per 
day have an impact in your area? 

● Was the intervention cost-effective? 
● If you trialled the intervention at multiple sites or analysed the results for subgroups of 

the population (e.g. dog-walkers versus visitors without dogs), were the results 
similar? 

● If you ran a process evaluation, what did people’s answers tell you about why the 
intervention may have worked or not worked? Was there anything surprising?  

 
How strong do you think your evidence is? 

● What type of trial did you run? Evidence from a randomised controlled trial is more 
robust than that from other types of trial, so you can be more confident in the results. 

● How large was the effect size? Even if a result is statistically significant, if it was a 
small effect it should be treated with caution. Larger results let us be more confident 
in our conclusions.  

● Were there any challenges in running the intervention that impacted the quality of the 
data you could collect? 

● Did you observe behaviour directly, or did you rely on proxy measures?  
● Did you end up with a reduced sample size because you had to exclude any data? 
● How much variation is there in your data? More variation makes it harder to detect 

any difference between treatment and control groups.  
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6.2 Plan next steps 

6.2.1 If the intervention was effective 

Where an intervention is successful, and where the evidence meets high standards, we seek 
not only to implement it again, but also to improve it and to roll it out to more people. Use the 
following ‘SCALE’ checklist to assess how your intervention might be implemented more 
widely: 
 
Sponsorship: Do you have buy-in from both leaders and frontline practitioners who were not 
involved in the initial trial, and who may need persuading of the value? 
 
Cost/benefit: Can the intervention be delivered at scale in a cost-effective way? If the 
intervention is a communication, the answer is probably yes. But if the cost of implementing 
the intervention at scale is higher than the benefit, consider whether narrowing down 
implementation to a sub-group where it is most effective or cheapest to implement will make 
the cost-benefit trade-off positive. 
 
Accountability: Who will be responsible for implementing the intervention and do they have 
the necessary support? Are there clear levers and reporting structures? 
 
Logistics: Will there have to be changes in delivery? For example, rangers may be able to 
hand out leaflets to a small number of people but this would not be feasible at scale. Can you 
make use of existing delivery channels, or create new ones? Can you codify the intervention 
for others to adopt, or develop best practice guides? 
 
Evidence: Do you need further evidence before scaling up? This is particularly relevant if:  

● You are unsure whether the results will replicate for other locations or subgroups of 
the population (that is, you are unsure whether the results from your trial are 
‘externally valid’, i.e. how widely they apply to other contexts). 

● You need to adjust the intervention, even slightly, to implement it at scale, and you 
are not sure whether it will be as effective; for example, you have to switch from 
sending a letter to sending an email, and people might react differently. 

● You think there may be a difference in how effective the intervention is if people 
receive it again and again. For example, a behaviourally-informed communications 
campaign may be effective if baseline awareness is very low, but is likely to have a 
smaller impact on behaviour if awareness is already high. 

● You think there is some evidence that your intervention worked but the effect size 
was too small to make a meaningful difference, you might not want to scale it up 
straight away. Instead, return to the earlier TESTS stages and refine your 
intervention.  

6.2.2 If the intervention was not effective 

It is just as important to know what doesn’t work as it is to know what does. It means you 
won’t waste money implementing an intervention at scale that isn’t effective. Unsuccessful 
trial results also help you generate new intervention ideas for testing in the future. 
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If your intervention did not have any positive impact, or even backfired (had the opposite 
effect you intended), don’t despair! Around half of all interventions in pre-registered studies 
fail to show a statistically significant effect.29 Each trial is an opportunity for you and other 
organisations to learn. Even trials with null results have a lot to teach us. 
 
If you suspect you didn’t find an effect because your sample was too small, not because the 
intervention didn’t work, you could test it again with a larger sample. However, we wouldn’t 
recommend this if your qualitative research suggests there are ways the intervention needs 
to be improved, e.g. low take-up or messages that were misunderstood. 
 
Use the TESTS framework to reflect on why your intervention did not work as expected, and 
what you could do differently. For example: 

● In the Target phase, did you choose a behaviour that is simply difficult to change? 
● In the Explore phase, were there influences on behaviour that you may have 

overlooked, or could not leverage? 
● In the Solution phase, were there assumptions you made about how an intervention 

idea might work? 
● In the Trial phase, what did your process evaluation tell you about people’s 

experiences and perceptions of the intervention? 
 
We emphasise that running behavioural insights trials is an iterative process, and one of 
continual learning.30 We hope you enjoy the journey! Whether your intervention delivered 
significant results or not, we want to hear about it - please tell us about your project by 
emailing us at info@bi.team.  
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Case study: Scale 

The results from our online RCT and the findings from our Explore research suggest that 
leaflets could be a useful tool to encourage responsible recreation, given the low levels of 
understanding of what constitutes wildlife disturbance. 
 
However, there are two main issues to consider with using leaflets on-site: 

 They will only be effective if dog-walkers pick them up on-site and read them. In the 
online trial, participants were not ‘forced’ to read the leaflet as they could stop 
taking part in the trial any time. We did not incentivise participants to answer the 
comprehension questions correctly, as is commonly done in similar online trials, as 
a quick and imprecise reading of the leaflet more closely mimics how people would 
be likely to read it in the real world, but nonetheless we recognise that seeing it 
online is not the same decision as picking up and reading a leaflet in the real world. 

 Increased comprehension does not necessarily translate into changed behaviour, 
for example due to existing routines that are hard to shift (e.g. people may 
automatically take the same route every day) or due to competing motivations (e.g. 
people may prefer wildlife-sensitive sites for other reasons). 

 
The other two components of this project - optimising leaflet delivery on-site, and trialling a 
physical intervention in the field that aims to change behaviour directly - are designed to 
address these issues, but have not been implemented at the time of writing this report. 
Next steps for the physical intervention are outlined in the Trial section above. 
 
To roll out leaflet delivery on-site, we recommend the following approaches: 

● Using behavioural insights to increase leaflet uptake. This could include making 
leaflet dispensers stand out with visual cues or small incentives (Attractive), or by 
targeting people who have just moved into the area or who have just bought a new 
dog (Timely). 

● Measuring uptake. This could include monitoring key indicators such as the number 
of leaflets taken from dispensers, the number of online visits, social media likes, 
etc, of relevant websites etc mentioned in the leaflet. 

 
Finally, key messages from the leaflet could also be delivered separately, in channels other 
than the leaflet. These could include printing messages on dog poo bags or other small 
items that are useful for dog owners, featuring a new message every week or month on 
display boards on-site, or holding a competition for dog-walkers to write their own message 
encouraging responsible recreation. 
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Checklist for a successful TESTS project 
1. Target: choose a specific behaviour 

● What is the specific target behaviour you want to change? 
● Who is your specific target audience? 

 
2. Explore: understand the context 

● What are the factors influencing the target behaviour at the individual, social and 
material levels (ISM)?  

● What capability, opportunity and motivation is needed to produce the target 
behaviour (COM-B)? 

● What are the touchpoints where you could intervene to change behaviour? 
 
3. Solution: design a behaviourally-informed intervention 

● What is your intervention? 
● What resources will you need? 
● Whose buy-in do you need in order to implement it?  

 
4. Trial: test the effectiveness of your intervention 

● What behavioural outcome will you measure? 
● What is your comparison to know whether your intervention had an impact? 

 
5. Scale: reflect and redesign 

● How could you improve your intervention?  
● If your intervention was effective, what might you need to change to roll it out more 

widely? 
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