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Creating digital 
experiences to change 
lifestyle behaviours.  

Three strategic lessons 
from behavioural science. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1. Design for humans. Your value 

proposition must meet core human 

needs. 

2. Content strategy changes behaviour. 

Social norms and primes are moment of 

truth cues. 

3. Apply the science of effective 

goal setting in Call-to-Action: Small 

steps, daily repetition, and commitment 

devices. 
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Agenda 



Understanding 
behaviour 
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Introduction… to human beings 

  

“Rational”, strategic, always thinking of 
long-term plan 

 

Use energy to collect all information and 
assess all options 

   

Carefully weigh up pros and cons of 
different actions 

 

Knowledge and opportunities = 

 good action 

 

Proactive and powerful despite context 

 

Difficulty keeping ‘future’ top of  mind; 
maximises pleasure and comfort in the here 

and now 

 

Designed to conserve energy and 

think as little as possible 

 

Programmed to rest and avoid effort 

 

Built for social connection, calorie 
consumption and sex  

 

Reactive and sensitive to context 
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OR?  
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Design for 
humans 
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Whenever someone actively 
engages in a behaviour, they are 
doing it for a reason.  

They get a ‘benefit’ from it, even 
from ‘bad’ or unhealthy 
behaviours.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Over-drinking: kids = courage & opportunity to 
connect; adults = boredom, relief 

 Smoking: uptake = image; maintenance = 
identity, meditation... 

 Overeating: stress relief, meditation…  
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Design for humans: meet core human needs 
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Design for humans: meet core human needs 
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▪ People don’t actually have an 
inherent need for long-term 
better health. This is not 
hardwired into us as a 
motivational driving force.  

 

We do, however, have core 
human needs to: 

  - Connect to others  

  - Belong to a group 

  - Display status & 
desirability 

  - Protect our children 

  - Work towards goals 

  - Play  

  - Seek out immediate 
pleasure and reward 

  - Avoid immediate dangers 
and threats... 

 

 

For teenagers, smoking is 
an opportunity to 
demonstrate independence, 
form identity, signal status.  
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Make it fun! 
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Your content 
strategy 
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Content changes 
behaviour. The sights, 
sounds, ideas, suggestions 
around us prime our 
desires, thoughts and 
actions – in the moment. 
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Content Strategy 
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System 1: fast/hot 
 

▪ Automatic  

▪ Uncontrolled 

▪ Effortless 

▪ Associative 

▪ Fast 

▪ Unconscious 

▪ Affective 
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How people think 
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System 2: slow/cool 
 

▪ Reflective 

▪ Controlled 

▪ Effortful 

▪ Slow 

▪ Conscious  

▪ Rational 
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How people think 
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Content strategy: social norms 
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▪ Observing suggestions of 
descriptive norms leads to a 
self-fulfilling prophecy – 
creating new social 
behaviours. 

 

▪ “Designated Dessie” concept 
written in to 160+ prime time 
TV shows. (Harvard Alcohol 
Project, 1998) 
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Content strategy: social norms 
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▪ The more precise and similar 
the comparison group, the 
more we will be influenced by 
the message.  

 

 

 

 Message on Placard Conversion Rate 

Help the hotel save energy 16% 

Partner with us to help the environment 31% 

Almost 75% of guests reuse towels.  44% 

75% of guests who stayed in this room re-
used towels.  

49% 

 

Disseminating Social 
Norms 
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Make ‘good’ behaviours 
visible/salient.  

 Highlighting positive social norms helps people overcome the 
psychological and social fear of doing something new.  

 It also increases the desire to partake in the new behaviour.  

 

However… When the social norm 
is disadvantageous, don’t 
promote it!   

 Don’t tell teenagers how many kids take drugs. 

 Don’t tell patients about the frequency of non-adherence 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

18 

Content strategy: social norms 
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“Your actions … are primed by 
events of which you are not 
aware... Studies of priming have 
yielded discoveries that threaten 
our self-image as conscious & 
autonomous authors of our own 
judgment.” 

 

Daniel Kahnemann,  

Psychologist & Nobel Prize 
Winner 
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Content strategy: priming 
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Content strategy: priming 
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Behaviour is ‘of the 
moment’.  

Primes can directly change the 
mood and desires of the 
moment. 

Images of clinicians in 
supermarkets increase 
sales of fruit and veg. 

Inspiring reality TV boosts 
willpower. 

Symbols from youth 
improve cognition and 
strength in the elderly. 

Moving from the sofa to the 
running track is easier if the 
change is bridged by healthy 
primes. 

Design digital experiences 
so our audience are primed 
to think and act healthily at 
crucial moments of truth. 

 

 

 

 

 



 © Hill+Knowlton Strategies 

Content strategy: priming 
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Behaviour is ‘of the 
moment’.  

▪ Cornell study shows that 
children can be primed to 
order healthier fast food 
items merely by thinking 
about what their favourite 
superhero would eat. 

▪ During this study, when 
children were primed with 
photos of the role models, 10 
children, or 45.5%, selected 
apple fries over French fries, 
eating 7x fewer calories per 
meal. 
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Goal Setting 
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The science of effective goal setting 
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Start with an easy task  
 
Small tasks break down resistance to starting.  
 
They also create a ‘momentum funnel’ and the potential for cognitive dissonance. 
 
• When asked to financially support a community project, 92% made a donation if they had previously signed a 

petition in favour of the facility, vs. 53% who has not signed a petition.3 
• People asked to wear a badge publicizing the Canadian Cancer Society were 2x more likely to subsequently 

donate than were those who were not asked to wear the pin.7 

 
 

 
Then ask only for incremental small changes 
 
Chunking big tasks into small, sub-goals and interim targets makes maintaining momentum easy. Completing small 
chunks of activity daily that give a sense of completion and makes people feel they are making progress. This builds 
energy, motivation and self-efficacy.  
 

Move from product focus to process focus: eliciting small behaviours 
daily changes lives sustainably. 
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The science of effective goal setting 
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Make repetition the goal  
 
Repetition leads to long-term behaviour change. Repetition hardwires the brain for 
automaticity, ensuring that the new small behaviour will become a habit, and eventually 
‘run itself’ automatically.  
 

Embed structures and create contexts to facilitate the 
repetition of small acts, as repetition builds habits.  

 
Front-weight support 
 
Weigh the provision of support towards the early stages of the behaviour change 
journey. New behaviours are disproportionately more effortful in the early stages. Any 
coaching support should be weighted toward the very earliest stages. It takes an 
average 66 days of repetition for a behaviour to become automatic and to build a habit. 
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The science of effective goal setting 
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Provide commitment devices 
 
We are generally happy  committing to difficult change in the future, but we rarely feel 
like acting on that change now.  
 
Commitment devices enable people to stick tomorrow to the intentions the have today. 
 
Behavioural economics:  
We set goals in ‘cold’ states, 
but we give in and give up in ‘hot’ states. 
 

 De-couple the point of decision making and 
the point of action to create commitment 
devices that are pain free today, but that ‘lock 
in’ commitment and enforce action at a later 
date.  
 
Work with a person’s range of preferred digital platforms (new 
and existing) to create commitment systems. 
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In summary... 
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We need to create digital experiences that deliver against core human needs. 

Health improvements are a happy by-product.  

 

Content changes behaviour – it is a powerful socialiser and trigger. Use social 

norm messaging and primes to instigate desired behaviours at key times.  

 

There is a science of goal setting. Start with a small ask; then chunk tasks 

into small units; focus on repetition and front-weight support. Commitment 

devices bridge the intention – action gap.  
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Thank you 
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