+Some ways to fix them and design for success

How To Use This Resource
To get the most out of this guide, it will be helpful if you identify the
target audience (who will be doing the behaviors) and the target
behaviors you'd like to plan (what action steps you'd like to cultivate.)
Use this checklist to analyze opportunities, avoid mistakes in your
approach, and design for success while keeping the target audience
and desired behaviors in focus.
The guide assumes that you are a professional team member working
to help cultivate positive behaviors for other people. The insights can
also be used to cultivate your own individual behaviors, but we have
written this version working on the assumption that much of your task
will be to secure buy-in from a population or target demographic.
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The Top 10 Mistakes in Behavior Change
+Some ways to fix them and design for success

1. Relying on willpower for longterm change.
Imagine willpower doesn’t exist. That’s step 1 to a better future.
Why? Motivation happens in waves. At any given moment motivation could be
high or low depending on the circumstances. If we want to create sustainable
change, we have to design as if motivation doesn't exist - because at times it
won't.

•

In what ways are we relying on motivation and willpower to drive the
person to do target action?

•

In what ways might we be assuming people will be motivated to take
the action we want them to?

•

If we are, how can we design for the lowest level of motivation our

target audience will have?

•

What are some of the easiest beneficial behaviors we can prompt people

to do to reach the aspiration or outcome?
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2. Attempting big leaps instead of baby steps.
Seek tiny successes, one after another.
If the next step is too big, a behavior will break down when motivation dips. Small
actions can stay steady leading to success and springboard moments when
natural motivation or ability increase. As designers, we often shy away from small
steps because we are trying to get results fast. Encouraging those big leaps may
work in short bursts with high motivation but the behavior breaks down and
never becomes a habit. Small steps build success and consistency which are
needed for habits to form.
Examples of big leaps vs. small steps:
• Exercise for 30 min/day > Start today with a five minute walk.
• Change an entire diet > Add one vegetable to your lunch each day this week.
• Lower sodium consumption to 1500 mmHg/day. > Read labels on condiments.

•

What is the hardest thing we are asking of our target person at this time?

•

How can we scale back or break that big leap down into small parts?

•

How can we reinforce the small steps leading up to the goal?

• If a big leap, or “springboard moment” happens naturally, how does
our system encourage that newly found motivation and ability?
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3. Ignoring how the environment shapes behaviors.
Change your context, and you change your life. Notice how environments can be set
up to make a particular behavior easier to do. Explore opportunities to both:
• Optimize the most likely environment in which the behavior will occur

•

•

Prompt the target behavior in an environment that oﬀers the greatest support
List the environments that are most likely to support success for the
desired action:

•

List any known environments in which the prompts typically fail. (For
example, When the person is prompted at their home, prompts usually
succeed, but when the person is traveling, prompts usually fail.)

•

List ways in which the existing likely environments can be optimized:

•

List ways where you may be able to adjust the prompt so that it
happens more reliably within the most supportive environment:
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4.

Trying to stop old behaviors instead of creating
new ones.

Focus on action, not avoidance.
Behavior stopping is an advanced technique. Sometimes behaviors you want to stop
can be swapped out for positive action substitutes. For example, if a person wants
to stop the behavior of overeating, there may be some action strategies, like drinking
more water or adding fresh vegetables to one meal each day, that end up being
more eﬀective for reaching the goal than trying to de-condition the overeating
behavior with, for example, negative reinforcement like snapping a rubber band on
the wrist or even simply trying to willpower one’s way through a bout of hunger.

•

If we could wave a magic wand and magically stop certain behaviors for our
target group, what behaviors would we wish to stop?

•

Which of these unwanted behaviors have easy or obvious positive
action correlates? For example if you want to stop complaining, a
positive action correlate might include behaviors around expressing
gratitude.

•

List the corresponding positive actions as specific behaviors:
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5. Blaming failures on lack of motivation.
Solution: make the behavior easier to do. if a behavior doesn't occur, it isn't the person,
it is the design. Motivation is only one piece of the behavior and the most common one
to be blamed when in reality, it is more common that the prompt and ability are to blame
- and we can change those more easily than changing motivation. By helping people feel
successful doing what they already want to do, you'll have the greatest chance at
success.

•

There are several ways to make a behavior easier to do, including reducing
barriers around time, money, mental eﬀort, physical eﬀort, working within
existing norms and routines. In what ways might you be able to reduce
barriers for the target behavior and make it simpler for people to do?

•

What testing have you done to specifically identify barriers and process
diﬃculties or even dead ends that suddenly make the target behavior much
harder than expected to do? How can you resolve these challenges? (This is a
critical step that should not be skipped.)

•

How do you gather feedback from your target audience so they can easily let
you know the challenges and obstacles in the system?

It is easy to blame the target audience's motivation for why something didn't occur. It
is much harder – but more beneficial – to see how the behavior could be made easier
or more eﬀectively prompted. Make it reliably simple and clear, and then reinforce
success.
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6.

Underestimating the power of prompts.

No behavior happens without a prompt.
How often do you answer a phone that isn't ringing? Or ask the cashier if you can
add an extra $5 to your grocery tab for a charity? We don’t. Something prompts us,
and we respond.
Sometimes the prompt is built in to the environment, like the fasten seatbelts alerts
in our cars. At other times, the prompt is more nuanced. We feel bored or restless,
and in response, we browse our social media feed, hoping to relieve our tension.
Notably, the prompt may not always deliver the desired outcome. (We may have
actually increased our tension by seeking relief on social media, but unhooking the
prompt from the automatic behavior may take some additional behavior design
strategies.)
Some prompts are naturally occurring. For example, wheezing might prompt the use
of a rescue inhaler which alleviates the symptom almost immediately. That quick
resolution is very eﬀective for solidifying the reliability of the prompt.

•

List some of the common ways the target person is likely to be prompted to do
the target behavior. Are there naturally occurring prompts? Is the behavior
likely to be prompted by an existing routine? Is it like the behavior will be
prompted by another person?

•

How reliable are the current prompts? For whom? And in what context?

•

Are there opportunities to ensure that the prompt is happening at the
moment the behavior needs to occur? And how can you help strengthen
the person’s response to the prompt?
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7.

Believing that information leads to action.

We humans aren't so rational. We believe what we want to believe. Separate the
critical information from the target actions and strategically optimize each.

•

How are we currently expecting information to lead to action?

•

What percentage of our target audience believes that they “should” do the
target behavior? (Nearly everyone knows they “should” save money, exercise,
wear a seat belt, stop smoking, etc.) Besides repeating “should messages,”
what other options do we have to focus on behavior change?

•

What percentage of your target audience is not understanding why they need
to take action? Does the information solve the biggest barrier to the behavior
occurring (not motivated, not prompted, not easy enough)?

How can we convert the information more directly into a behavior?

•
•
•

Share information to Increase skills or provide direction (Helps make the
action easier to do by lowering cognitive burden)
Prompt an action (information says do this now)
Information inspires action (intended to boost motivation - before
addressing complex motivations, ensure that the prompt and simplicity
factors are optimized first.)
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8. Focusing on abstract goals more than concrete
behaviors.

Abstract: Get in shape. Concrete: Walk 15 minutes today.
We can’t successfully plan for abstractions, but when we convert the goals into
aspirations and outcomes and then take the all-important next step of
identifying specific behaviors that will systematically lead to the overall desired
outcome, we can make an eﬀective plan. (See also, Outcomes to Aspirations
resource.)

•

What abstract goals and aspirations are in place relating to the target
behaviors, whether in your literature, on your website, or just in the minds of
those planning the user experience?

•

As a team, if you have not already done so, brainstorm all the specific

•

Next, rank the importance of each specific behavior. Is it a critical action for

behaviors needed to reach the goal.

success? Or just one of many possibilities? Focus your designs first, on the
items that are critical for success and that you believe you can get yourselves
to do.
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9.

Seeking to change behavior forever instead of for
a short period of time.

A fixed period works better than “from now on.”
There are 15 ways behaviors can change and each one has diﬀerent strategies that
work well. (See the Fogg Behavior Grid) Designing for behaviors that must be
implemented for the rest of a person's life are the most challenging. Most lifelong
habits become fixed over time, and grow from within the individual.

•

Do we have either explicit or implicit expectations that the person will
do the behavior from now on?

•

How can we turn a "from now on" behavior into a "for one week" behavior
and then put the "for a week" on repeat until the habit sticks?

•

How will we specifically reinforce the successes of these time periods (or
spans)?
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10. Assuming that behavior change is difficult.
Behavior change is not so hard if you have the right processes.

Successful behavior change is a function of the skills people have. Behavior
change skills can be learned and built into behavior change interventions
leading to a higher rate of success in your target audience.
We have provided a broad set of resources to help you be successful at
changing behaviors and supporting the future health and well-being of the
clients you serve.
If you wish to receive additional support or feel that more advanced strategies
are needed to overcome challenges, we are available to help you.
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