
Communications checklist 
How to turn good intentions 
into positive actions 
See below for definitions of behavioural science principles and examples as to how you 
might use them to communicate with people about energy-efficiency behaviours around 
the home. You can pick and choose which will be most appropriate for your specific 
message.
•  Who is your audience? What is their context? What might be affecting how they 

interpret the message? e.g. where they live, their age or life stage,  their level of education, 
level of disposable income, etc.

•  What is your desired behavioural outcome? What do you want your audience to think, 
feel, do or avoid doing as a result of seeing your message?

By focusing on one, clear message at a time you will have much more impact than trying to 
communicate everything that your organisation wants to get across in one go.

Overview

The message has one key behaviour that you wish to change1

The message is framed around the positive benefits of changing behaviour, with 
specific examples of what people can do
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Existing anchors have been leveraged for your message3

Try to establish new default behaviours - create a new normal4

Do you want to demonstrate a social norm?5

Recognise people’s efforts to do the right thing - and keep it personalised6

If using an expert figure or organisation, make sure they can credibly 
communicate your message
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Behavioural science concepts for developing communication 
structure and content

System 1 and cognitive ease
The dual-system framework to describe our 
thought processes divides the mind into two 
distinct systems. System 1 is fast, automatic, 
intuitive and System 2 is slower and more 
analytical.
Whenever we can, humans like to use System 1 to 
make sense of the world around us as it uses less 
cognitive energy.

Communications should stick to one key 
behaviour you wish to change. Think about how 
to make the key message stand out and how to 
make it easy for people to interpret. For a cost 
saving message you could lead with an attractive 
cost e.g. ‘Save £10 a month!’ before following up 
with how.

Framing
Our decisions are affected by how information is 
presented to us.

Communications need to be carefully crafted to 
create the desired outcome, for example framing 
messages around motivations such as saving 
money, looking after future generations, etc. 
Think about your target audience and which 
motivation is most likely to speak to them.
Reflect the desire people have to ‘do their bit’ by 
framing communications around helping society 
e.g. our social responsibility to take care of our 
children, parents, friends and neighbours.
Be careful to avoid overly negative framing. It can 
be easy to catastrophize climate change, but if the 
problem is felt to be too big and too daunting to 
overcome it leads to inertia. 
Instead frame messages around the positive 
benefits of changing behaviour, with specific 
examples of what people can do.

Anchoring
When making a decision, people look for anchors 
or reference points that they know they can rely 
on and adjust from this point.

When creating communications, it’s useful to 
think about which anchors might already exist, 
and whether new anchors need to be created to 
help people make sense of the message.
For example, when it comes to cost savings, 
providing an anchor for what the saving equates 
to can help dial up the value of the amount. 
A £30 saving over the course of a year may not 
seem that valuable to some people, but anchoring 
it against something else they buy and find 
valuable could give the amount more meaning 
e.g. ‘that’s three months of Netflix’, or ‘a takeaway 
for two’ or ‘a family trip to the cinema’.



Defaults
Intuitively people want to go with the flow. This 
desire is heightened when we are overloaded with 
information or when we’re getting to grips with 
something new.

Telling people to lower their washing machine 
temperature or thermostat temperature may 
feel difficult when they have established rules of 
thumb for these already.
Communications could establish the new default 
options for example for washing clothes: 30 not 
40 degrees for ‘normal’ washes, 40 not 60 or 90 
for towels, whites etc. For thermostat temperature: 
16 degrees all day not 20 degrees twice a day.

Social norms
This is our tendency to conform to the behaviours 
of those around us. 
There are two types - descriptive norms: our 
tendency to want to follow the behaviours of 
the majority; injunctive norms: behaviours we 
perceive as being approved by others.

Injunctive social norms are very much at play 
when it comes to environmentally-friendly 
behaviours e.g. we know we ought to take a bag 
shopping with us rather than getting one at the 
shop, and that we ought not to be using single-
use plastic. 
Media headlines and social media posts could be 
used to dial up injunctive social norms around 
energy-efficiency behaviours e.g. by showing lots 
of different people taking steps to become more 
energy efficient around the home.
Behavioural science also tells us that dynamic 
social norms (describing how other people’s 
behaviours are changing) may be even more 
effective than static norms. As we know attitudes 
and behaviours are shifting so it’s useful to 
communicate dynamic social norms e.g. ‘each 
week X number of people are getting a smart 
meter’, vs. just stating how many people have  
one now.

Feedback
When people receive timely and personalised 
feedback on a task, it can motivate them, increase 
their engagement and ultimately help them 
achieve their goal.

Messaging can provide feedback in two ways:
•  recognise people’s efforts to do the right thing, 

so that people feel noticed and encouraged 
to keep going e.g. ‘thank you for turning you 
appliances off standby’

•  provide personalised feedback so that people 
feel empowered to act ‘if you were to turn all 
your appliances off standby you would save 
X amount of money and be reducing your 
carbon footprint’

Authority
Our tendency to alter our opinions or behaviours 
to reflect those of someone we consider to be an 
authority on the subject.
An often cited example of an authority figure in 
our research was David Attenborough raising 
awareness of the negative impact of single-use 
plastic on our planet.

It’s important to think about which authority 
figures hold credibility on this subject, and how 
this might change for different behaviours.
For example, energy companies providing 
feedback on energy usage is credible as they 
have access to this data. However, they might be 
less credible at encouraging people to switch to 
a green energy tariff if people are sceptical about 
what’s in it for the energy company. An impartial 
authority e.g. an environmental charity may have 
more authority here.


