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long-term.”144 A National social Marketing strategy for Health is to be 
established, based on work undertaken by the National Consumer 
Council, and within the DoH, a social Marketing Development unit 
has been established to support work to integrate a social marketing 
approach into the Department’s key work streams, including physical 
activity. in a similar vein which focuses on the lessons of traditional 
consumer marketing, sport england has developed, using the Mosaic 
tool from experian, a set of 19 “sporting segments”, which aim to 
“understand the nations’ attitudes and motivations – why they play 
sport and why they don’t”.145

The role of social norms in participation in physical activity 
is important at both the national level and in relation to different 
segments of the population, but also is important in terms of particular 
peer groups. research amongst young women revealed that family and 
friends were considered to be the most important factors influencing 
participation in sport, regardless of the level of involvement. Those 
who were regular participants in physical activity tended to be part 
of social groups who also regularly participated. This was considered 
to influence their ongoing high level of involvement in sport. The 
majority also lived in “active” households where family members were 
sporting role models and encouraged each other to participate. By 
contrast, those who never took part in sporting activities tended to 
belong to social groups which were inactive, giving them a feeling that 
their social life hindered involvement in physical activity. Many felt that 
if their friends participated, this might have a positive impact on their 
own level of participation.146

Despite an apparent recognition that it is necessary to empower 
and motivate people to change their behaviour, as well as provide 
them with information, the focus of even social marketing campaigns 
remains most heavily focused on the provision of information, and are 
grounded in the belief that “confusion” about the facts and conflicting 
information are a major reason why individuals fail to participate in 
physical activity. Consequently, the DoH aims to “work with public 
services, the voluntary sector and industry, … to channel those 

144 DoH website, “social Marketing”: http://www.dh.gov.uk/en/Policyandguidance/organisationpolicy/
 Modernisation/Choosinghealth/DH_066342.

145 sport england website, “Market segmentation”: http://www.sportengland.org/
 homepage-market_segmentation.

146 “understanding Participation in sport,” 6–9.

further, efforts to promote physical activity amongst young 
people, in 2005, included the piloting of “schools on the Move”, 
which saw nearly 9,000 pedometers (devices to measure how many 
steps someone takes) distributed to pupils between the ages of 9 
and 14, particularly those from deprived areas.141 such a policy, which 
effectively prompts self-reflection and conscious awareness regarding 
the amount of exercise an individual undertakes daily, may play a 
role in remaking a habit, by providing children with individualised 
summaries of their physical activity and encouraging them to increase 
this total. similarly, the increasingly common appearance of posters, 
which encourage employees to use the stairs rather than opt for 
the lift, seek to raise conscious awareness and encourage the active 
choice, ultimately aiming to recreate a new “stair-taking” habit. These 
reminder-based initiatives could be extended significantly across a 
variety of behaviours.

Despite these efforts, what appears to be missing from the policy 
agenda, if not necessarily the research base, is a widespread recognition 
of the significance of internal drivers in choices about physical activity, 
and especially the potential significance of programmes which seek to 
develop self-efficacy in order to foster greater participation in sport (as 
well as the more tried and tested means of raising awareness about the 
benefits of participation and/or opportunities to do so). 

Social drivers: social norms and attitudes
The government’s physical activity action plan argues that a “culture 
shift” is needed in order to increase levels of physical activity in Britain142 
and the obesity strategy points to the culture and peer influence 
in guiding behaviours. As a consequence, the DoH is to launch a 
“healthy living social marketing initiative” which aims to tackle obesity 
by systematically applying marketing concepts and approaches to 
achieve behavioural goals.143 The Choosing Health White Paper set 
out the importance of using social marketing to encourage positive 
health behaviour and committed the Department to developing a 
social marketing strategy for health in order “to build public awareness 
and influence attitudes in order to deliver behaviour change in the 

141 BBC News, “Pedometers for ‘deprived’ pupils,” January 24, 2007: http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/
 education/6290467.stm.

142 DoH, Choosing Activity, 6.

143 s. Jebb et al., The “Healthy Living” Social Marketing Initiative: A Review of the Evidence (Cambridge: MrC 
 Human Nutrition research, 2007).
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local authorities to galvanise whole communities to take action to 
change physical activity habits, utilising public commitment and 
community engagement to affect change.150 A detailed and considered 
analysis of social and cultural attitudes towards physical activity would 
be a positive place to start in any endeavour to address this element of 
behavioural change. 

TACKLING CLIMATE CHANGE BY DISCOURAGING CAR USE 
Transport emissions represent 23% of total carbon emissions, 90% 
of which come from road transport and 60% of which result from 
car use. Tackling the uK’s dependence on car travel will therefore be 
crucial to achieving the government’s pledge of a 60% reduction in 
Co2 emissions by 2050. Yet, over the past 50 years, car use has become 
central and indispensable in the lives of the majority of uK citizens. 
As Defra put it: “it is much harder to change unsustainable practices 
such as excessive car use when this technology is deeply embedded 
in different aspects of the domestic economy.”151 The issue of car use is 
further complicated by a lack of clarity around the policy aim: is it about 
reducing congestion? or about reducing pollution (Co2 emissions)? or 
is it simply about increasing use of public transport? Policies have been 
initiated in all these directions, with varying degrees of success. 

External factors: monetary and effort costs
The government’s recent efforts to tackle Co2 emissions from private 
cars have focused primarily on adjusting external factors in an attempt 
to make car use more sustainable. financial measures have both 
increased the monetary costs associated with driving and provided 
financial incentives for more sustainable forms of transport. The former 
could be expected to reduce car use, the latter not. 

With respect to encouraging more sustainable car use, aimed 
directly at reducing pollution rather than congestion, the government 
has used financial incentives to reduce the financial costs of more 
sustainable methods of transport. Cleaner vehicles are now subject 
to tax breaks and are exempt from congestion charging. Grants of up 
to 75% are also available from the energy saving Trust, going towards 

150 DoH, Healthy Weight, Healthy Lives, 22.

151 Defra, “Building Greater understanding of the Techniques and Processes required to Promote 
 sustainable Waste Management through Behaviour Change Programmes”: http://www2.defra.gov.
 uk/research/project_data/More.asp?i=Wr0114&M=KWs&V=Waste.

messages into clear and consistent criteria, using accurate information 
to meet the needs of the individual”.147 This retained focus on 
information and enabling “informed choices” may reflect a view of the 
extent of public acceptability of intervention, and, indeed, the section 
of the government’s website devoted to health and social marketing 
argues that “it is not a matter for the government to dictate to the 
individual what they can and cannot consume, or what to do or what 
not to do. instead, it is a case of access to information that will show the 
options of adopting a healthy lifestyle and know the dangers of excess 
drinking, smoking, taking illegal drugs or having unsafe sex.”148

There appears to be an opportunity missed here: social attitudes 
in the uK do not at the present time particularly promote participation 
in physical activity; and this is not simply because people are ignorant 
concerning the benefits. rather, for many, physical activity is not viewed 
culturally as a “positive” activity. importantly, there is only limited socio-
cultural value placed on undertaking exercise. The extent to which 
someone is involved in a sedentary lifestyle does not tend to elicit a 
great deal in the way of social approval or disapproval. Although there 
is, increasingly, a social undercurrent which disapproves of obesity, this 
is a  new phenomenon, and is focused to a far greater extent on food 
and consumption than on participation in physical activity. Yet, to a 
large extent, people reject healthier lifestyles because of the social 
norms which dictate what kind of life they lead.

research has shown that people are very sensitive to social norms 
concerning food consumption and use these to judge what they 
should be eating;149 it seems likely that the same is true for patterns of 
exercise. Likewise, the impact of social and cultural attitudes towards 
children playing in the street or walking to school on their own may 
be having a significant influence on the extent of active play in which 
children are able to engage. We know from research that the extent to 
which individuals engage in physical activities will be affected by the 
norms and behaviours of their peers and the wider societal context. 
A positive move on policy in this direction is signalled in the obesity 
strategy which states that the government will work with interested 

147 DoH website, “social Marketing.”

148 ibid.

149 Brian Wansink, “environmental factors that increase the food intake and Consumption Volume of 
 unknowing Consumers,” Annual Review of Nutrition 24 (2004), 455–79, cited in Jebb et al., The ‘Healthy 
 Living’ Social Marketing Initiative, 18.
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scheme of this kind is the congestion charge in central London, 
introduced in february 2003. December 2003 also saw the opening of 
the uK’s first toll-paying motorway, when the M6 toll road was built in 
an effort to alleviate congestion around the city of Birmingham. Most 
cities have also introduced substantial charges for parking; between 
2005 and 2006, Westminster City Council raised £65.4 million through 
its on-street parking services.156 But again, trends indicate that these 
charges are not necessarily deterring motorists. indeed, the viability 
of toll roads relies on the fact that some motorists are quite prepared 
to pay rather than change their behaviour.157 The introduction of 
the congestion charge in London did see a sharp initial reduction in 
vehicles entering the zone, with decreases of around 25% in the first 
few days. By 2006, the drop was estimated at 16% compared to pre-
charge traffic levels.158 However, with many more bus lanes and traffic-
calming measures, the charge has had little impact on congestion – at 
least for private cars; a report by Transport for London in early 2007 
indicated that there were 2.27 traffic delays per kilometre in the original 
charging zone, compared with a figure of 2.3 before the introduction 
of the charge.159 on the other hand, combined with measures on more 
bus lanes, it has certainly reduced congestion for buses, which was one 
of the original aims. 

in addition, the adoption of a strategy which forces motorists to 
shoulder a significant financial burden if they continue to use their cars 
has been criticised for having socially unequal impacts. research by 
the Joseph rowntree foundation and the university of Westminster 
highlights the links between transport policy, access to a car and social 
inclusion. With access to a vehicle indispensable to many families, 
the report argues that additional costs will not reduce the number of 
cars on the road, but will simply increase financial burdens on poorer 
households; they estimate that the poorest fifth of the population 
commit up to 24% of their total expenditure to running their car.160

156 City of Westminster, “Parking in Westminster – The facts,” June 21, 2006: http://www.westminster.gov.
 uk/councilgovernmentanddemocracy/councils/pressoffice/news/pr3256.cfm.

157 M6 Toll, “Quarterly Traffic report,” october 9, 2007: http://www.m6toll.co.uk/newsdetail.asp?id=82.

158 Transport for London, Central London Congestion Charging Impacts Monitoring – Fifth Annual Report 
 (London: TfL, July 2007).

159 BBC News, “Congestion Charge ‘Not Working’,” November 23, 2007: http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/
 england/london/7109727.stm.

160 Joseph rowntree foundation, “Policies Against Car Congestion ‘Hit Low-income Motorists Hardest’,” 
 Press release, July 4, 2001: http://www.jrf.org.uk/pressroom/releases/040701.asp.

the cost of purchasing or converting to gas or electric vehicles. in 
November 2001, the Deputy Prime Minister, John Prescott, announced 
a £69 million package of domestic measures to promote greener 
vehicles, including £30 million for the Powershift Programme, £30 
million for the Cleaner Vehicles Programme and £9 million to support 
development of fuel cell and hybrid vehicles.152 The government’s 2002 
Powering Future Vehicles Strategy set a target of low-carbon vehicles 
forming 10% of the new car market in the uK by 2012. However, in 
2004, only 481 of these vehicles (0.02% of the new car market) had 
been sold.153 An esrC study on the future of incentives suggests that 
the level of tax concessions needed for the widespread adoption of 
cleaner car technologies would result in a large drop in tax revenues154 
– not necessarily an appealing prospect for any government. such 
moves are reinforced by information campaigns such as the Act on Co2 
website and advertisements which provide tips for drivers on how to 
reduce engine workload.

Aimed more at tackling congestion than pollution, taxation 
– particularly on the price of petrol – was for a time considered an 
effective means of both raising government revenues and discouraging 
car use. This led to the introduction of the fuel Price escalator in 1993; 
at that time, British fuel was among the cheapest in europe. since then, 
rates of fuel taxation have increased rapidly. Coupled with hikes in 
world oil prices, the uK now has the sixth highest unleaded petrol price 
in europe and the second highest diesel price. But, despite complaints 
of inaffordability – with mass fuel duty protests in 2000 – the increased 
costs of driving do not appear to have had the anticipated effect of 
reducing the number of cars on the road. in fact, the distance travelled 
by car in the uK increased by 11% during the 1990s and the number 
of trips per person per year made by car has increased over the same 
period from 619 to 639 (about 12 per week).155 

other financial disincentives have been introduced through the 
levying of charges in areas of particularly high congestion. The biggest 

152 House of Commons Library research Paper, Alternative Vehicle Fuels, by Brenda Brevitt, february 12, 
 2002: http://www.parliament.uk/commons/lib/research/rp2002/rp02-011.pdf, 34.

153 PosT, Low Carbon Private Vehicles (London: PosT, 2006): http://www.parliament.uk/documents/
 upload/postpn255.pdf.

154 stephen Potter and Graham Parkhurst, Taxation Futures for Sustainable Mobility, final report (March 
 2004): http://www.psi.org.uk/ehb/projectspotter.html.

155 National statistics, “Car use in GB” (2003): http://www.dft.gov.uk/pgr/statistics/
 datatablespublications/personal/factsheets/19992001/factsheet7caruseingreatbritain.
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finally, much investment has focused on incentivising more 
desirable behaviours by trying to provide an affordable and accessible 
alternative to the car in the form of public transportation – making the 
desirable option cheaper and easier. A Defra survey found more than 
half of respondents agreed with the statement: “i would like to reduce 
my car use but there are no practical alternatives.”161 This suggests that 
people are either unaware of alternative forms of transportation or, 
perhaps more likely, do not consider them viable alternatives to the 
convenience of the private car. The government has therefore sought 
to promote the use of public transport with fare reductions aimed to 
make it more affordable: young people, students, pensioners and – 
more recently – those on low incomes are now eligible for reduced 
fares. in 2008, Transport for London also announced that all single fares 
would be frozen, following complaints about the non-affordability of 
London’s travel network.162 

efforts to incentivise the use of public transport have also 
highlighted the need for government to address the non-monetary, 
or effort costs, of sustainable travel. The Department for Transport’s 
“10 Year Plan” has addressed this by aiming for an “integrated” 
transport system, designed to improve efficiency and accessibility. 
The report states that, with a budget of £29 billion, “improving links 
with other forms of transport – through bus/rail interchanges, park 
and ride schemes, new links to airports and better facilities for cyclists 
and pedestrians – will … take priority”.163 This approach has been 
coupled with a predictable focus on the provision of information. The 
Department for Transport lists numerous public-awareness initiatives 
of this kind – for example, in the promotion of sustainable travel plans 
for schools and workplaces, and efforts to promote alternatives such as 
cycling through Bike Week.164

in terms of making cars less polluting, regulation at the eu level 
have been effective, and removed the need for effort on behalf of the 
consumer – the european standards on vehicle emissions, introduced 

161 Defra, Survey of Public Attitudes and Behaviours Toward the Environment: 2007 (London: Defra, 2007): 
 http://www.defra.gov.uk/environment/statistics/pubatt/download/pas2007report.pdf.

162 BBC News, “Mayor freezes single Travel fares,” october 30, 2007: http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/england/
 london/7068282.stm.

163 Department for Transport, Transport 10 Year Plan 2000: http://www.dft.gov.uk/about/strategy/
 whitepapers/previous/transporttenyearplan2000?page=9#a1016.

164 Department for Transport, Sustainable Travel: http://www.dft.gov.uk/pgr/sustainable/.
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one area in which initiatives have been established and are proving 
successful is in reducing the use of the car for the school run. Walk to 
school initiatives have been piloted in hundreds of primary schools, 
and now have the support of over 65% of local authorities, reaching 
1.5 million pupils.168 Generally, however, the impact of habits on car use 
remains an area of under-research, but which could be a fruitful avenue 
of investigation for policymakers. 

Social factors: social norms 
The continuing public unease about the government’s attempts to 
restrict car use through tougher regulation and increased charges 
and taxation reflects the extent to which the public does not accept 
responsibility for reducing car use, even where they accept the 
seriousness of the problem. The recent Defra survey found that around 
half of respondents disagreed with the statement “People should be 
allowed to use their cars as much as they like, even if it causes damage 
to the environment” and 52% now believe that using their cars less 
would have a “major impact” on the uK’s contribution to climate 
change.169 on the other hand, a quarter also strongly disagreed with 
the statement: “for the sake of the environment, car users should pay 
higher taxes.”170 unlike the pensions example, where public opinion 
favours the introduction of an element of compulsion, in the case 
of car use even manipulation of external levers is much disputed, 
and attempts at government intervention in this area have elicited 
much criticism.

While people do appear to expect leadership in this area in 
acknowledgement of the scale of the problem, they have not accepted 
personal responsibility for solving it, and financial levers have had 
limited impact, in the face of pro-car attitudes. Karen Lucas argues 
that “the right to drive is too much a personal freedom in Western 
society for politicians to think about trying to interfere”.171 Media 
commentators also make frequent reference to the uK’s “car culture”; 
as David Aaronovitch puts it: “We have a cultural problem here, a 

168 Living streets, “Walk to school Campaign”: http://www.livingstreets.org.uk/what_living_streets_do/
 walk_to_school.php.

169 Defra, Survey of Public Attitudes, 46.

170 ibid., 66–7.

171 eurActive.com, “’reducing Car use is a Hot Potato’, says uK researcher Karen Lucas,” August 31, 
 2004: http://www.euractiv.com/en/transport/reducing-car-use-hot-potato-uk-researcher-karen-
 lucas/article-129748. 

in 1992, have been a “primary driver for improving engine management 
and fitting catalytic converters to exhaust pipes”165 – though they have 
not aimed to reduce car use in absolute terms. Voluntary agreements 
too – for example, by the Association of european Automobile 
Manufacturers – have been instrumental in reducing emissions from 
cars. These developments have meant that, while car use has increased 
over the past decades, carbon emissions have remained steadier 
as a result of increases in fuel efficiency. in a recent speech, former 
environment secretary, David Miliband, argued that Britain could 
“reduce emissions from new cars by 30% if all consumers bought the 
most fuel efficient vehicle in its category”.166 

Internal drivers: habits and cognitive processes
Consideration of internal factors in discouraging car use appears to be 
very limited; yet a number of fruitful avenues might be considered for 
further work. for example, our tendency to loss aversion suggests that 
people may be deterred by any efforts framed as encouraging us to 
“give up” our cars, viewing restrictions on their right to drive as a “loss”. 
There may be benefits to a long-term strategy which discourages 
people taking up the car-based option in the first place, rather than 
seeking to discourage them after they have become used to it, or 
which highlight the positive benefits of going without a car (similar 
to those which encourage smokers to view giving up as a gain rather 
than a loss). 

equally, engagement with the impact of habits on car use 
behaviour appears to be limited, despite apparent scope in this area. 
Half the respondents to the aforementioned Defra survey agreed with 
the statement: “When i get ready to go out, i usually don’t think about 
how i am going to travel, i just get in the car.”167 This response points 
to the significant extent to which car use may be governed by habitual 
reliance rather than conscious choice. even if people are aware of 
reasons to reduce their car use and of the presence of alternative means 
of transport, habitual reliance on the private car may be a significant 
factor in reinforcing undesirable behaviours. efforts to force people 
to re-evaluate habitual behaviour have been rather limited in scope. 

165 PosT, Low Carbon Private Vehicles. 

166 David Miliband, “The Transition economy: A future Beyond oil?” The Dr s. T. Lee Lecture on Public 
 Policy at the university of Cambridge: March 5, 2007: http://www.defra.gov.uk/corporate/ministers/
 speeches/david-miliband/dm070305.htm. 

167 ibid., 61.
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may also face restrictions on entering the city centre if levels of air 
pollution are particularly high. 

in the uK, the government faces the potentially more demanding 
task of initiating debate on the merits or drawbacks of certain 
behaviours. in a recent speech, the former environment secretary, 
David Miliband, referred to an approach adopted by the swedish 
Government. There, a Commission on oil independence aimed to 
highlight the benefits of opting for more sustainable transport – not 
simply telling people how to travel more sustainably, but emphasising 
why they might want to. According to Miliband, the Commission 
was “driven by a concern about the impact of oil prices on sweden’s 
economic growth and employment, by the impact of oil on peace and 
security across the world, and a desire to gain a first mover advantage 
in new environmental markets”.174 in sum, it appears that a concerted 
attempt will need to be made to alter societal norms and cultural 
attitudes towards car use in the uK if any serious attempt at behavioural 
change is to be implemented – social marketing could well have a role 
to play in initiating such changes. 

CONCLUSION
The preceding scanning of policies aimed at increasing participation 
in physical activity and reducing car use has highlighted the lack of 
a systematic consideration particularly of internal and social factors. 
By contrast, the pensions example positively demonstrates the 
importance of internal and social drivers, and how they can be applied 
to policy, alongside the more traditional external approach. 

in each policy area, a diagrammatic representation of the framework 
demonstrates where work remains to be done and highlights where 
efforts to date have been concentrated. each offers a starting point 
for the consideration of behavioural factors in a more systematic 
and holistic way, which does not reject external drivers but, rather, 
supplements that approach. 

174 Miliband, “The Transition economy.”

problem of mass preference, the consequences of which – as ever – 
we would rather blame on the authorities than on ourselves.”172 People 
have proved unwilling to accept personal responsibility, with all the 
inconveniences it raises. The widespread use of cars has established 
a sense of personal entitlement to mobility. Policy measures viewed 
as coercive or intrusive, such as satellite tracking, therefore meet with 
resistance. The government’s road-user charging proposals, which 
would have seen all vehicles fitted with a satellite receiver to calculate 
charges according to the distance they travel, triggered a powerful 
backlash: 1.8 million people signed a petition in protest.

The Walk to school campaign is, however, one example of an 
initiative which aimed to break habits by fostering a new norm among a 
segment of the population – in this case, schoolchildren. The campaign’s 
success has been down to simple but effective techniques. The award-
winning footprints scheme in Nottingham is one example which 
encouraged children to make a pledge to walk to school, with those 
who did given stickers to reward their commitment.173 This method 
created a new norm within children’s peer groups, encouraging those 
whose parents continued to drive to persuade their families to act. 

To encourage the general public to accept individual responsibility 
for reducing their reliance on the car is likely to take many years, if 
not decades, requiring, as it does, the framing of new norms and an 
entirely reconfigured arena of debate. As the evidence presented in 
chapter 2 suggested, an effective means of generating desirable social 
norms could involve “tapping into” common goals and existing values 
of commitment and reciprocity. in Germany, for example, where the 
Green Party and environmental issues already play a prominent role 
in national politics, new rules for motorists may be able to harness 
the power of existing pro-environmental sentiment. from the start of 
January 2008, drivers entering designated “environmental zones” in 
Berlin, Cologne and Hanover have to display a coloured sticker on their 
vehicle, indicating the pollutants it emits. With the worst offenders 
marked with a red badge, these visible indicators may shame drivers 
into purchasing more fuel-efficient cars. The most polluting vehicles 

172 David Aaronovitch, “Put the Car Culture into reverse,” Independent, November 27, 2001: http://www.
 independent.co.uk/opinion/commentators/david-aaronovitch-put-the-car-culture-into-
 reverse-618198.html. 

173 Walk to school 2008, “Nottingham Wins National Award for footprint scheme,” November 6, 2007: 
 http://www.walktoschool.org.uk/content/media_news.php?articleshow=123.
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Summary of key messages

A holistic approach to the policy challenge of pensions savings • 

reveals the potential for auto-enrolment to provide a positive 
solution, taking account, as it does, of internal behavioural 
drivers. it also reveals the importance of continuing to address 
information barriers by framing information in an appealing way, 
as well as the failure of policies to date systematically to consider 
the influence of social norms on savings behaviour.

A holistic approach to the policy challenge of increasing • 

participation in physical activity also reveals a policy focus on 
traditional external tools such as investment in facilities to 
address effort barriers alongside relatively ineffective information 
provision. Despite recognition in the policy community of the 
importance of internal and social drivers in changing exercise 
behaviour – for example, issues of confidence, habit breakdown 
in transitional life stages and the importance of peer-group 
attitudes – policies have not systematically applied these 
insights. 

A holistic approach to the policy challenge of reducing car use • 

reveals that strategies to date have focused almost exclusively 
on external financial and effort factors, with limited success. 
This may well be because more needs to be done to provide 
the appropriate incentives framework. But despite some limited 
attempts to influence habitual behaviour, a consideration 
of internal drivers is noticeably absent and efforts, or even 
acknowledgements, of the need to challenge the impact of 
social norms on car use behaviour are few and far between. 
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alongside the dominant evidence-based policymaking approach of 
modern government. Government, especially local government, is 
in an advantageous position to run small-scale field experiments to 
evaluate the consequences of new policies.176 it is a natural environment 
in which innovative and forward-thinking policymakers will be able 
to pilot, experiment and evaluate policy initiatives which take on 
board the lessons of behavioural economics, and central government 
should firmly encourage them to do so. 

The need for evidence-based policy raises a pertinent question as 
to how government can get better at balancing the long-term horizons 
required by behaviour change with short-term pressures to show 
political results. indeed, Benjamin and Laibson recognise this issue and 
the lack of an easy solution: “of course, [the policymaker will have] a 
sense of urgency and is likely to resist the idea of waiting for a year 
or more to know the outcome of a field experiment. We think that in 
most cases politicians should swallow hard and accept such delays.”177 
This message is as true of initiatives which incorporate behavioural 
economic learning as it is of other evidence-based policy, and points 
to a need for politicians to follow their warm words about evidence 
with a patience which backs them up; and for policymakers to be firm 
in their commitment to the principle of empirical research evidence 
as a precursor to reform. 

in relation to pensions, automatic enrolment is a positive solution 
which effectively recognises the complex drivers of behaviour, but 
it should not lead to inertia with regard to promoting and providing 
information about pensions and more general savings. in particular, it 
will be important that social attitudes to pensions be monitored to 
detect any parallel change in attitudes of personal responsibility for 
retirement income and other savings. The limitations of a one-size-
fits-all default must be recognised and efforts made to encourage 
people to move away from the default in favour of more tailored 
solutions. 

176 D. Benjamin and D. Laibson, “Good policies for bad governments: behavioural political economy.” 
 Paper presented at federal reserve Bank of Boston Behavioural economics Conference, June 2003, 
 (2003), 32, as cited in read, “Behavioural economics,” 8.

177 ibid.

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Governments are effective at making use of a range of traditional policy 
tools to influence people’s behaviour. These traditional tools have 
included legislation, sanctions, regulations, taxes and subsidies, the 
provision of public services and facilities, and information and guidance 
material. in many areas, this range of traditional tools works well, but 
for some of the most pressing social policy challenges, these traditional 
mechanisms will be insufficient. Behavioural economics offers many 
insights, particularly in regard to internal influences on behaviour 
such as the role of habits and internal biases, and the significance of 
social and cultural norms. These influences help to explain the limited 
effectiveness of traditional approaches and highlight the potential of 
other options and policy tools. 

in order to make best use of the lessons from the literature on 
behavioural economics and behavioural change more broadly, we 
recommend that policymakers at all levels acknowledge their habitual 
and socially embedded reliance on traditional tools based on too 
narrow a reading of the rational actor model. 

instead, policymakers should routinely and systematically 
consider the multidimensional influences on behaviour, including 
internal and social drivers of behaviour, alongside more traditional 
external mechanisms. 

Central government should seek to disseminate an awareness 
and understanding of the full range of drivers of behaviour to 
the policy community and specifically to mainstream behavioural 
economic thinking, including dissemination to local government 
and the third sector. 

Behavioural economics is an empirical science. As Daniel read 
points out, this means “its premises provide a less definite guide to 
policy, than do the axioms of economics. This does not mean that it 
is a worse guide since, as Thaler (e.g. 1980) has often observed, the 
predictions from economics are elegant but often wrong, while those 
from behavioural economics are messy but more likely to be accurate.”175 
in fact, the empirical focus of behavioural economics sits very well 

175 read, “Behavioural economics,” 5.
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strategies to combat car use have focused almost exclusively on 
financial incentives and deterrents, combined with provision of basic 
information on greener alternatives to car travel. What has yet to be 
tackled is the root cause of the problem: the deeply embedded habits 
which have transformed the uK into a “car culture” over recent decades 
and have made the majority view access to their cars as indispensable. 
Increased use of visible reminders, public pledges and commitments 
and community engagement could highlight personal responsibility 
for the problem and, ultimately, establish new social norms. The 
debate itself could benefit from being reframed, highlighting the 
numerous benefits of overcoming car-dependency, rather than 
encouraging people to “do without” their cars. 

in relation to participation in physical activity, despite clear 
evidence as to the importance of internal and social influences on 
decisions about participation in sport, in particular the importance of 
peer-group attitudes and the role of habit in maintaining activity 
beyond school, policies have to date focused substantially on facilities-
investment and information-provision. Policymakers should adopt 
their approach to recognise the limits of the existing approach.

More work will be need to identify the appropriate way forward in 
each of these three policy areas, and others, in a way that recognises 
the insights of behavioural economics. The sMf intends to continue to 
contribute to this important debate and identify workable solutions. 
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