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Human behaviour is controlled by two systems 

System 1 
Rational 
 
• Conscious 
• Effortful 
• Logical 
 
Taking in information, 
pursuing goals, 
making decisions 
 

System 2  
Automatic 
 
• Unconscious 
• Effortless 
• Impulsive 
 
Cued by feelings, 
associations and what 
we see around us 
 

Image Credit: Dreamstime 

Strack & Deutsch (2004) 



What does this mean for behaviour change? 

Broadly speaking, there are two options for changing 
behaviour and encouraging healthy food choices ; 
 

Target System 1 
Educate people about  
how and why to make 
healthy food choices, 
convey risk of 
unhealthy choices and 
motivate/ support 
action 
 
 
 

Target System 2 
Make healthy 

choices easier, 
more accessible, 

more visible, while 
reducing 

temptation from 
unhealthy choices 

 

Image Credit: Dreamstime 



What do we know? 

Approach 1: Educate & Motivate 
 
 
Better specification- 40 behaviour change techniques with a 
theoretical evidence base that can be used to try and change dietary 
behaviour (Michie et al, 2011) 
 

 
Of these, self monitoring, providing instruction and relapse 
prevention improve effectiveness of dietary behaviour change 
interventions (Dombrowski et al, 2012) 
 

 
Fear appeals -don’t work unless efficacy (confidence) is high.  They 
actually reduce behaviour change when confidence is low (Peters et al, 
2013)  
 



What do we know? 

Approach 2: Change the Environment 

Environmental determinants of eating 
 
The ‘tyranny of choice’- As options increase, people simplify their 
decision making (e.g. Wright, 1975).   
 
 

Size matters – People eat more from larger packs/ bowls/plates 
(Wansink, Painter & North, 2005; Wansink, 1996; Wansink & Cheney, 2005) 

 
Over accessibility- people eat more when foods are convenient, 
easily accessible and visible (Painter et al, 2002)  

 
Positive associations- children (and adults) choose foods that others 
around them eat, that have appealing branding etc (Horne et al, 2004) 



What do we know? 

 

Make healthy options more visible and convenient, 
e.g. move healthy foods to prime shelf locations / 
closer to purchaser in cafes (Rozin et al, 2011) 
 
 
Make nutritional information accessible (not just 
available) at the moment of choice (Allan et al in press).  
 
 
Exploit automatic tendencies in product design, 
e.g. smaller plates, tall thin glasses (Wansink & van 
Ittersum, 2003) 
 
 

Create positive associations to healthy foods e.g. 
Food Dudes (Lowe et al, 2004) 
 
 
Visually cue healthy behaviours at key moments 
(e.g. Payne, unpublished supermarket trolley study; Geier et al, 2012 
red crisps) 

 
 



Conclusion 

Successful behaviour change on a large enough scale 
to improve population health requires two things; 
 
 

1.  Positive engagement with the food industry to identify ‘win-wins’ 

2.  Successful individual level strategies (i.e. education and motivation) in 
combination with environmental strategies to support and prompt healthy 
choices (or that at least stop supporting and prompting unhealthy choices) 
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