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What is behavioural science?

 Behavioural Science = disciplines that deal with the subject of human 
actions, e.g. psychology, sociology, anthropology, & behavioural aspects 
of biology, economics, geography, law, psychiatry, political science

 Health psychology = branch of psychology that uses a bio-psycho-social 
model to challenge the traditional biomedical model that separates the 
body from the mind and environment 

 Uses a scientist-practitioner approach drawing on theories and evidence 
to explain how thoughts, feelings and automatic processes, alongside the 
environment and physiological factors, interact to influence behaviour. 

 Due to the large body of research in the area of behaviour and behaviour 
change, health psychology is often referred to under the umbrella of 
behavioural science. 
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Health Psychology, Behavioural 

Science and Public Health

• 1998 - British Journal of Health Psychology special issue on public health & psychology

• 2003 - Secondment from DHP to Government Public Health (Michie & Rumsey)

• 2004 - Health Psychology input into the ‘Choosing Health’ White paper 

• 2007 - NICE Guidance on Behav iour Change: general approaches

• 2008 - Health Trainer initiative and handbook (Michie et al., 2008)

• 2008 - Funded Stage 2 Health Psychology training 

• National Health Service Education for Scotland (NES) and Health Boards (Swanson et al.) to meet health targets 

• 2010 - Health Behav iour Change Competency Framework (Dixon & Johnston, 2010)

• 2011 - House of Lords Science and Technology Select Committee on Behav iour Change 

• 2011 – Behaviour Change Wheel and COM-B published (Michie et al., 2011)

• 2013 - Public Health England created Behav ioural Insights Team

• 2013 - DHP and FPH collaboration - Health Psychology in Public Health Network (HPPHN) founded 

• 2015 – BPS Div ision of Health Psychology - ‘Why Directors of Public Health need to know a Health Psychologist’ 

• 2016 - Local Government Association’s briefing on ‘Behav ioural insights and health’ 

• 2016 - Academy of Medical Sciences launch - ‘Health of the Public 2040’

• 2017 - National Academy of Social Sciences - ‘The Health of People: How the Social Sciences can improve 
population health’
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April 2017 – PHE webinar

https://www.academia.edu/32699391/T
he_Application_of_Behavioural_Science
_to_Public_Health_ADPH_Webinar
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Sept 2018 - Behavioural Science Strategy: 
HPPHN re-named to BSPHN to host and support 
implementation – Focus: Prevention agenda

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/att
achment_data/file/744672/Improving_Peoples_Health_Behavioural_Strategy.pdf

https://assets.publishing.servic
e.gov.uk/government/uploa
ds/system/uploads/attachme
nt_data/file/875385/PHEBI_Ac
hieving_Behaviour_Change_L
ocal_Government.pdf
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https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/744672/Improving_Peoples_Health_Behavioural_Strategy.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/875385/PHEBI_Achieving_Behaviour_Change_Local_Government.pdf


And then this happened… COVID-19

https://coronavirus.jhu.edu/map.html @DrAngelChater

Data correct on 15-06-2020

https://coronavirus.jhu.edu/map.html


BPS Behavioural Science and 

Disease Prevention Taskforce

Cross-stakeholder group of experts in behavioural science

 Chair of BPS Division of Health Psychology

 Deputy Chair of BPS Covid-19 Co-ordinating group

 Past Chair of Behavioural Science and Public Health Network

 Executive leads of the Health Psychology Exchange

 Deputy Director of the UCL Centre for Behaviour Change

 Director of the Behavioural Science Consortium

 Representative to SPI-B

 Representatives from Local Authorities

 BPS Division of Clinical Psychology Public Health Prevention Taskforce

 Psychological Professions Network representation

 BPS Board of Trustees, Research Board and Policy representation

 Representatives across whole of UK ensuring relevance in E, S, NI, W

Cross-BPS representation

 Angel Chater (Work-stream Lead)

 Daryl O’Connor 

 John Drury 

 Lucie Byrne-Davis 

 Chris Armitage 

 Maddy Arden 

 Paul Chadwick 

 Lesley Lewis 

 Ellie Whittaker 

 Emily McBride 

 Sam Thompson 

 Vivian Swanson

 Gillian Shorter 

 Saskia Perriard-Abdoh



Advising policy makers on 
behavioural science and 
covid-19 disease prevention

Core mission:

 To bring to the attention of policy makers and communicators 
the things that they ‘don’t know they don’t know’

 To build capacity to use behavioural science in the prevention of 
infection and disease management during Covid-19

 To guide ways to use behavioural science in policies, campaigns 
and communications

 To provide a resource of health psychology volunteers to provide 
support during the acute phase of Covid-19 through the Division 
of Health Psychology & Health Psychology Exchange

 To facilitate the ultimate goal to ‘save lives’
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9 considerations for policy makers

1. Minimise the ‘I’ and emphasise the ‘we’

2. Deliver messages from a credible source in relatable terms to the target audience

3. Create worry but not fear

4. Identify what influences each preventive behaviour and ensure policies, messaging and 
interventions target all relevant drivers

5. Clearly specify behaviours and their effectiveness

6. Avoid un-intended negative consequences

7. Create clear channels of access for health literacy

8. Use behavioural scientists & the psychological evidence base to support the COVID-19 
response

To access this support, email communicationsdhp@bps.org.uk with the subject title COVID-19. 

9. Make a pledge to work together, through a multi-disciplinary approach.  
#COMBATCOVID19TOGETHER
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1. Minimise the ‘I’ and 
emphasise the ‘we’

 Create a collective viewpoint. 

 Use messaging that highlights 

how we can look after each 

other, rather than how you can 

look after yourself.

https://www.education-ni.gov.uk/department-
education-releases-covid-19-coronavirus
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https://www.facebook.co
m/PublicHealthEngland/

https://www.education-ni.gov.uk/department-education-releases-covid-19-coronavirus
https://www.facebook.com/PublicHealthEngland/


2. Deliver messages 

from a credible source 

in relatable terms to 
the target audience

 The public need to trust 

policies, strategies, 

information and 

guidance. 

 The messenger needs to 

be deemed credible and 

the message needs to be 

relevant and achievable. 
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3. Create worry but not fear.

 Research from other pandemics, such as 
swine flu (H1N1), shows that low uptake of 
protective behaviours, such as hand 
washing and social-distancing, were linked 
to a lack of public worry (Rubin et al., 2010). 

 Generating a sense of worry to motivate 
uptake of these behaviours is important, but 
we must be mindful of heightened levels of 
anxiety as they can lead to fear and a ‘fight 
or flight’ response. Fear can lead to denial 
and avoidance behaviours (Chater, 2018).  
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Protection Motivation Theory (Rogers, 1983)

https://discovery.ucl.ac.uk/id/eprint/19914/1/19914.pdf
https://rcni.com/nursing-standard/features/seven-steps-to-overcoming-your-patients-fear-of-finding-out-129336


4. Identify what 

influences each 

preventive behaviour 

and ensure policies, 

messaging and 

interventions target all
relevant drivers.

 Behavioural drivers are linked to:

 Capability to enact (e.g. knowledge/skill); 

 Opportunity to enable, (e.g. societal norms/physical resources) 

 Motivation to perform (e.g. desire/emotion/habit) the 

Behaviour 

 All should be present for behaviour to occur COM-B

@DrAngelChater

Knowledge
Memory, attention, decision making

Skills
Behavioural regulation

(Michie et al., 2011; 2014). 

Infection control behaviours

Hand washing
Isolating when symptomatic
Physical distancing

Beliefs about capabilities
Beliefs about consequences
Intentions/Goals/ Optimism

Identity/ Emotion/ Reinforcement

Social influences
Environmental context 

and resources
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https://link.springer.com/article/10.1186/1748-5908-6-42
http://www.behaviourchangewheel.com/


5. Clearly specify 

behaviours and 
their effectiveness. 

 Messages should give advice and instruction on 
clear behavioural actions and their related 
outcomes. 

 Use appropriate language to avoid confusion and 
unintended consequences. 

 E.g. the BPS supports the World Health Organisation’s 

change in policy to use the term physical-distancing, 

rather than social-distancing, in order not to discourage 

vital social interaction. 

 Where official messages need to change over time a 
clear rationale and set of actions should be 
provided.

Infection control behaviours

Hand washing
Isolating when symptomatic
Physical distancing

Adherence to behaviour:

Necessity-Concerns Framework 

Horne & Weinman, 1999



6. Avoid un-intended 

negative 
consequences.

 Policies, information and messaging 

may have un-intended psycho-social 

and behavioural consequences, 

 e.g. increased anxiety, widening social 
deprivation, social-isolation. 

 Know your target audience to avoid 

inequality.
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‘You can take 
one form of 
outdoor exercise’

‘Such as in your 
garden…’

‘Can everyone stop going to 
open green-spaces… we’ll close 
them!!’

How many people directly advising government are from 
disadvantaged backgrounds without opportunity???? 

While we may all be in the same storm, we are not all in the 
same boat…



7. Create clear 

channels of 

access for health 
literacy.

 When anxiety is heightened, 

cognitive processing can be 

challenged. Information and 

messages from multiple channels 

can be overwhelming and thus 

more difficult to process. 

 Provide information using clear 

communication, through accessible, 

credible and reliable channels. 
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8. Use behavioural 

scientists and the 

psychological 

evidence base to 

support the COVID-
19 response. 

 International leaders in psychology are already advising 
governments on the management and containment of the 
virus using behavioural strategies 

 The BPS Division of Health Psychology can connect 
professionals and organisations who are supporting local and 
national efforts in their COVID-19 response with psychological 
expertise. 

 Through its network of volunteers, the Division can offer 

 Advice and support for strategic development, 

 Advice and support for policies and recommendations; 

 Ev idence synthesis and rapid rev iews, 

 Intervention design/evaluation;

 Upskilling of others in psychological approaches. 

 To access this support, email communicationsdhp@bps.org.uk
with the subject title COVID-19. 

 Our guidance and review work has been used as evidence to 
government and we are an approved source for SPI-B/SAGE

 Accessed over 5000 times on BPS side; 33,000 on Twitter; used 
internationally – translated in Japanese 
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9. Make a pledge to work together, 

through a multi-disciplinary approach.

Not following the 

science or deterring 

from it can lead to 

chaos and confusion

https://jerseyeveningpost.com/news/uk-news/2020/04/30/johnson-

thanks-nhs-for-coronavirus-treatment-and-birth-of-his-son/
https://www.newburytoday.co.uk/news/news/30546/prime-minister-

boris-johnson-says-restrictions-to-be-relaxed-very-very-cautiously.html

Stay at home Behaviour

Protect the NHS Reason for behaviour

Save lives Outcome of behaviour

Stay alert What? Stay awake?

Control the virus How?

Save lives Will it…
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#COMBATCOVID19TOGETHER

https://jerseyeveningpost.com/news/uk-news/2020/04/30/johnson-thanks-nhs-for-coronavirus-treatment-and-birth-of-his-son/
https://www.newburytoday.co.uk/news/news/30546/prime-minister-boris-johnson-says-restrictions-to-be-relaxed-very-very-cautiously.html


Collectivise and collaborate to 

#COMBATCOVID19TOGETHER
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