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Advancing environmental outcomes 

through Behavior Centered Design

Sam Gray



Rare inspires change so 

people and nature thrive.

Rare has run nearly 500

behavior change campaigns in 

more than 60 countries

Rare’s behavior change 

campaigns, on average, 

increase adoption by 18 

percentage points

18pp

Transform the environmental field 

by equipping environmentalists 

everywhere with the science of 

human behavior
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Almost every 

environmental challenge has 

at least one thing in common.
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Behavior
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We have a spectrum of effortful and automatic ways of 

thinking and deciding.

Weighing 

options, 

calculating costs 

and benefits

Reacting 

automatically, 

quickly
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The most common tactics for behavior change

are designed for one kind of thinking.

• Material incentives (‘pay them’) 

• Rules and regulations (‘stop them’) 

• Information (‘tell them’)
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These levers are sometimes necessary but often do not 

work on their own.

• Financial incentives 

can backfire.

• Payments can crowd-

out other motivators.

• Incentives can drain 

limited resources.

• Fines can be seen as 

just the ‘cost’ for 

behavior.

• Rules often need 

enforcement.

• Rules do not work if 

norms are misaligned.

• Correcting an 

information-deficit rarely 

leads to lasting behavior 

change or even a 

change in beliefs.

• Caring/knowing is not a 

pre-requisite to change.
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Emotions drive us to act.

People take the lead from others.

The context in which we make decisions 

matters… a lot.

The levers of behavior change
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Emotional 

appeals

Using emotional messages in 

addition to or instead of 

appeals to reason 
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“We find evidence that anticipating one’s 

positive future emotional state from green 

action… leads to higher pro-environmental 

behavioral intentions compared to 

anticipating one’s negative emotional state 

from inaction. This finding suggests a 

rethinking in the domain of environmental 

and climate change messaging, which has 

traditionally favored inducing negative 

emotions such as guilt.”
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Social 

Influences

The behavior, beliefs, 

and expectations of 

others 
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Static norm.

“30% of Americans make an effort 

to limit their meat consumption.”

Dynamic norm.

“Over the last 5 years, 30% of 

Americans have started to make 

an effort to limit their meat 

consumption.”
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The biggest predictor of people’s intention to do these 

things is whether they think other people are doing them.
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Choice 

architecture

The context in which 

information and 

choices are presented 



rare.org | @rare_org 17



rare.org | @rare_org 18Photo Credit: Jason Houston for Rare

10X
GREEN ENERGY 

ENROLLMENTS

When the 

default was 

set to green 

energy
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At the University of 

Cambridge, doubling the 

vegetarian offerings 

increased the proportion of 

plant-based sales by up to 

80%

Garnett, E. & Balmford, A. & Sandbrook, C. & Pilling, M. (2019). Impact of increasing vegetarian 

availability on meal selection and sales in cafeterias. Proceedings of the National Academy of 

Sciences. 116. 10.1073/pnas.1907207116.
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Social and 

environmental 

outcomes
Behavior

Psychological 

and/or social 

context

Program

activities

Behavior-Centered Design
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Behavior-centered design
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