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Who is this Primer For?

This primer is intended to serve as a 
practical resource for democracy, human 
rights, and governance (DRG) field officers 
seeking to incorporate social and behavior 
change (SBC) approaches in DRG 
programming and research. This is a primer 
on SBC approaches, integrating findings 
from SBC literature in public health and 
international development, for readily 
accessible, systematic use. 

DRG Learning Center
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This primer will provide:

• Insight into the theories behind SBC 
and how SBC approaches have been 
applied in development;

• A practical overview of how to develop 
an SBC approach, focusing on the steps 
to conduct a behavioral diagnosis; 

• An outline of SBC intervention 
implementation and research 
considerations; 

• A list of additional resources and case 
studies of SBC projects in DRG.

Purpose of the Primer
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SOCIAL AND BEHAVIOR 
CHANGE: OVERVIEW



What are SBC Approaches?
Research in behavioral sciences has led to 
a paradigm shift in our understanding of 
human behavior.  The new paradigm 
focuses on what motivates people to 
undertake behavior, especially on how 
social factors influence behavior.  This new 
paradigm is called Social and Behavior 
Change (SBC).  
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SBC accounts for factors like social pressure, norms of behavior, habits, salience, 
cognitive load/complexity, and institutional incentives to understand when and why a 
person engages in a behavior.  This paradigm blends work from fields like psychology, 
neuroscience, economics, and political science.



Why Consider an SBC Approach? 
Limitations of Traditional Projects: Biases & Assumptions

Policy makers who are unaware of an SBC approach may underestimate the influence of 
certain factors on human decision making (e.g., automatic thinking) and overestimate others 
(e.g., human rationality). 

Like all humans, policy makers are biased by their own cognitive heuristics/limitations, the 
social norms of the society they live in, and institutional and cultural pressures. 

If policy makers are unaware of their own biases and assumptions, it can impact the projects 
they are designing and implementing. For example, policy makers may use non-representative 
personal experiences, favored theories, or cursory analyses as a starting point for designing 
interventions rather than conducting formative research to understand human behavior. 
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Why Consider an SBC Approach?
Limitations of Traditional Projects: Program Logic

• Most traditional program logic 
defines the pathways from inputs and 
activities to outputs and intended 
outcomes, but have contextual 
factors outside the general flow of 
the logic. 

• These factors can influence the 
pathways and outcomes but are not 
integral to traditional program design. 
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Assumptions about the influence of factors beyond program pathways can 
facilitate or hinder the expected change or outcomes. These may include 

socio-cultural, political, and religious contextual factors.

External Contextual Factors

Activities

Activities are what 
the program does 
with the inputs to 
deliver the outputs 
and fulfill its 
mission

Inputs

Inputs are 
resources used by 
the program:
Time, money, 
partners, 
equipment, 
facilities.

Intervention

Outcomes

Outcomes are the 
results of the 
program; 
can be short-, 
intermediate-, and 
long-term. 

Outputs

Outputs are the 
direct products of 
the activities. 

Intended Result

SBC approaches unpack what lies 
between activities and intended 
outcomes to remove barriers for change



How are SBC Approaches Different?
SBC approaches are activities and interventions seeking to influence the voluntary behavior of a target 
population. It is done by addressing the factors driving or enabling behavior to improve the target population’s  
personal welfare and that of their society.  SBC approaches systematically apply interactive, theory-based, and 
research-driven behavioral insights to affect sustainable behavior change at the individual, community, and 
societal levels. 
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Taking an SBC approach means that the program design is behavior-led, not intervention-
driven—outcomes are defined as specific behaviors required to achieve the development goal. 

Start with 
Behaviors

Select priority 
behaviors

Center on 
Behaviors

Identify critical factors 
and logical pathways 
that explain behavior

Stay with 
Behaviors

Establish outcomes



Features and Benefits of an SBC Approach
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Necessitates formative research, ensuring a deeper understanding of stakeholder 
priorities and people’s needs and their decision-making pathways. 

A clear focus on specific, often measurable, outcomes. 

Helps improve program effectiveness by clarifying drivers of outcomes, facilitating 
design, and establishing meaningful markers of progress and impact. 

Improves efficiency by prioritizing investments, creating a unifying program framework, 
identifying redundancies, and facilitating activity coordination. 

Enhances sustainability of results by addressing core barriers and motivators to 
achieving goals.



Limitations of SBC Approaches

Not a silver bullet: SBC interventions that may have been effective in another context are 
not effective in all circumstances. 

Time consuming: SBC approaches can take a lot of time, research, and resources to 
implement effectively. 

Not always appropriate: Not every problem is a social and/or behavioral problem.

Supplement not substitute: SBC approaches are a supplement to, not substitutes for, any 
necessary structural and legal frameworks. 
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UNDERSTANDING BEHAVIOR



What is Behavior? 
Human behavior describes a person’s actions, interactions, and conduct. It is a cognitive 
process resulting in the selection of a course of action among several possible alternative 
options. The selection is based on values, preferences, and beliefs of the decision-maker. 

Examples of DRG-related Behaviors:
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Awareness, knowledge, attitudes, and skills are not the same as behavior. 

Vote Abide by the Law Participate in Local 
Government

• Register to vote
• Become informed 
about the issues

• Identify local voting 
location

• Pay taxes
• Actively report 
corruption or other 
forms of lawbreaking

• Become informed about the 
issues

• Request meetings or audiences 
with local officials on issues

• Run for local office



What Drives Behavior?

BehaviorSocial 
Norms

Potential 
Gains and 

Losses

Peer 
Influence

Beliefs/ 
Attitudes

Community 
Dynamics

Cognitive 
Biases

Structural 
Environment

And More…
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Understanding what influences 
human behaviors and the barriers 
to changing them are the key to 
bringing about desired changes in 
these behaviors. 

There are numerous factors that 
influence human behaviors, from 
personal beliefs and attitudes to 
peer influences to social norms 
and the socio-political environment 
individuals live in.  



For a non-exhaustive list of behavioral theories, refer to p.9 of UNICEF’s Behavioral Drivers Model, which provides an 
overview of 25 main behavioral theories and models.  

Theories and Applications of SBC Approaches

Many academic fields have studied what influences human behavior and developed numerous 
SBC theories. This primer adapts two prominent, comprehensive, and multidisciplinary 
frameworks to guide a theory-based SBC approach in various DRG contexts. 

The Socio-ecological model (SEM) approaches SBC by examining factors at 
different levels influencing human behavior. The overlapping rings illustrate how 
factors at one level influence factors at other levels. 

The capability opportunity motivation behavior model (COM-B) approaches 
SBC by examining an individual's (1) capability to engage in behavior, (2) 
opportunity to engage in behavior, and (3) motivation to engage in behavior.  All 
three must be present for an individual to engage in a behavior. 
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https://www.unicef.org/mena/media/5586/file/The_Behavioural_Drivers_Model_0.pdf%20.pdf


SEM Model: Individual-Level Factors Affecting Behavior
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SBC approaches can target individual-level factors, when 
relevant, to bring about desired changes in behavior:

• Self-efficacy (i.e., what one thinks she can do) – If people think they 
are unable to influence politics, they are less likely to participate in 
political processes.

• Personal beliefs – If people do not believe that political participation 
is an important civic duty, they will not be motivated to engage. 

• Knowledge and attitudes – If people are aware of human rights 
abuse in their communities, they will be more willing to speak out 
against it. 

• Psychological capacity – Individuals are faced with more decisions 
and information than they can consciously process. Research shows that 
most of our behavior is automatic, without a lot of conscious thought. 



SEM Model: Social-Level Factors Affecting Behavior
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SBC approaches can also target social-level factors, when 
relevant, to bring about desired changes in behavior:

• Kinship and peer structures – People may face pressure from 
their families for participating in a political protest or voting for an 
opposition candidate.  

• Social norms – Female politicians in conservative societies may 
face biases and discrimination because of their gender. Or, people 
from lower socioeconomic status may not ask questions to 
community leaders in a local community meeting because it is 
perceived as inappropriate. 

• Racial identity – Marginalized and/or minority populations may feel 
uncomfortable to participate in policy advocacy because their 
concerns might be ignored by the majority. 



SEM Model: Structural-Level Factors Affecting Behavior
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Finally, SBC approaches can target structural-level factors, when 
relevant, to bring about desired changes in behavior:

• National, state, and local laws and policies – Marginalized 
groups might be disenfranchised by discriminatory laws in some 
regions. 

• Access to information and services – Politicians and officials in 
certain countries are not required by law to disclose their personal 
earnings to the public, making citizens unable to check their 
misbehavior. 

• Political system – Some countries lack free, fair, and competitive 
elections, which disincentivizes citizens from voting.

• Economic factors – Wealth gap may discourage people from 
lower socioeconomic status from participating in politics due to 
the high cost of engaging in political campaigns. 



COM-B Model: Individual Capabilities for Engaging in Behavior
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To engage in a desired behavior, people must have the 
capabilities to engage in that behavior. SBC approaches should 
be designed to remove capability barriers, when relevant. 

Capability can be either physical (e.g., having the physical 
skills) or psychological (e.g., having the knowledge).

• Physical: Lack of accessible polling places may discourage people 
with disabilities from voting. 

• Psychological: People who are illiterate may face challenges in 
understanding the ballot without infographics and feel 
uncomfortable asking others for fear of being harassed; they may 
be discouraged from voting.

All three factors are interlinked such that increasing opportunity or capability can increase motivation. 
Conversely, increased motivation can lead people to do things that will increase their capability or opportunity.



COM-B Model: Individual Opportunities for Engaging in Behavior
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To engage in a desired behavior, people must also have the 
opportunities to engage in that behavior. SBC approaches should 
be designed to remove opportunity barriers, when relevant. 

Opportunity can be either physical (e.g., resources or physical 
barriers) or social (e.g., interpersonal influences or norms).

• Physical: If the polling station is too far from one’s home, the 
person may be less willing to turn out and vote.  

• Social: If one lives in a family where none of the members have 
regularly voted, the person may be unlikely to vote. 

All three factors are interlinked such that increasing opportunity or capability can increase motivation. 
Conversely, increased motivation can lead people to do things that will increase their capability or opportunity.



COM-B Model: Individual Motivation for Engaging in Behavior
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Finally, to engage in a desired behavior, people must have the 
motivation to engage in that behavior. SBC approaches should be 
designed to remove motivation barriers, when relevant. Providing 
incentives are powerful ways of removing motivation barriers.  

Motivation can be automatic (e.g., processes involving reflex 
responses) or reflective (e.g., involving self-conscious evaluations).

• Automatic: In former authoritarian states where political participation 
was considered dangerous, people (especially older generations) may be 
still reluctant to engage in political advocacy. 

• Reflective: If people do not consider political participation as a civic duty 
and do not see the benefits of voting, they will be less likely to engage in 
elections. 

All three factors are interlinked such that increasing opportunity or capability can increase motivation. 
Conversely, increased motivation can lead people to do things that will increase their capability or opportunity.



STAGES OF DEVELOPING 
AN SBC APPROACH



Stages of Developing an SBC Approach

To identify the type or types of intervention likely to be effective, it is important to select intervention 
features matched to the targeted behavior change, target population, and the context in which the 
intervention will be delivered. It is also important to test interventions to ensure their effectiveness in 
bringing about desired changes and adapt as necessary.  

We present six steps across two phases in developing an SBC approach.  Although the process is shown as 
linear, it may be necessary to cycle back and forth between steps in practice as issues and obstacles arise. 
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PHASE I.
Behavioral Diagnosis

PHASE II.
Iterative Implementation

Adapt & 
Learn

Test 
Intervention

Design 
Intervention

Identify 
Intervention 

Options

Understand 
Determinants

Define 
Behavior



Phase I: Behavioral Diagnosis

Behavioral diagnosis comprehensively explores the underlying behaviors under 
the relevant context, which are key to bringing about intended changes, and is 
guided by the following questions:

1. What is the problem we are trying to solve?
2. What needs to change to solve the problem?
3. What types of interventions are likely to bring the desired changes?
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Define Behavior
Defining behavior should be done in two steps: 

• Define the problem in behavioral terms

• Select target behavior(s) to change

The importance of devoting sufficient time and resources to identifying and understanding the 
problem in behavioral terms cannot be overstated.  This step is typically skipped in traditional 
programming, but is key to making the intervention more effective by laying the groundwork to 
fully understand which behavior to target. Behavior change interventions can fail when wrong 
assumptions have been made about what the problem is or what needs to change. 
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Define the Problem in Behavioral Terms

Defining the problem in behavioral terms means being specific 
about two things:

1. The behaviors that are responsible for the problem.

2. The target individual, group, or population involved in the 
behaviors. 

Example: The Democracia Activia – Peru (DAP) project aimed to 
increase informed citizen participation—the target behavior. The 
project identified youth ages 18-35 as the target group whose 
behavior it sought to influence. The project measured the target 
behavior in terms of several outcomes such as voting at the local or 
national level, watching televised election debates, and following 
political campaigns on social media. 
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For additional exercises 
and worksheets 
providing guidance on 
this process, please 
refer to Worksheet 1 
of the Behavior 
Change Wheel 
and/or Figure 1.2 in the 
OECD’S BASIC 
Toolkit. 

http://www.behaviourchangewheel.com/
https://www.oecd.org/regreform/tools-and-ethics-for-applied-behavioural-insights-the-basic-toolkit-9ea76a8f-en.htm


Select Target Behavior(s) to Change

When considering which behavior(s) to target, designers should think about all relevant behaviors 
performed by the target group or groups and consider the following criteria when evaluating 
which target behavior(s) to change:

• What is the desired outcome?

• Ethics: Are there any potential risks or unintended consequences when pursuing the desired behavior? 
Are the risks greater among different sectors of society?

• Impact: How much of an impact will changing the behavior have on the desired outcome?

• Feasibility: Is it politically feasible? Are resources available? How likely is it the behavior can be changed?

• Measurement: How easy or difficult will it be to measure the behavior? Is baseline data readily available? 
Can it be collected?

• Spillover: How likely is it the behavior will have a positive or negative impact on other, related behaviors?

27



Understand Behavioral Determinants

Having defined the problem in behavioral terms and specified the target behavior to change, 
the next step is to identify the determinants of the target behavior. In other words, what 
needs to change to make intended behavior occur? 

• Conduct formative research to identify what needs to change for target 
behavior(s) to occur

• Categorize behavioral determinants using the SEM or the COM-B model
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Conduct Formative Research
Nearly all the SBC guidance emphasize the importance of conducting 
formative research both before programming (i.e., strategy and 
intervention) and during programming (i.e., monitoring) to refine and 
improve program activities. The goals of formative research are to:

• Identify the factors driving the current behaviors: 

– Understand why people are engaging in behavior we think they should not 
be engaging in.

– Understand why people are not engaging in behavior we think they should 
be engaging in.

• Explore factors that could support or undermine efforts to illicit the 
targeted behavior. 

Formative research is best approached as a participatory process with the 
target population. 
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Formative research Examples:

• Literature or desk 
reviews

• Key informant interviews
• Focus group discussions
• Participatory methods 

(e.g., community meetings, 
theater)

• Surveys
• Observations

For additional guidance on 
conducting participatory 
formative research, please 
refer to the Further 
Readings.



Categorize Behavioral Determinants

After identifying which drivers of behavior are at play, identify whether the desired 
target behavior is not occurring because of structural, social, individual, or a 
combination of these factors (SEM model). Categorize individual behavioral 
determinants using the COM-B model. For any behavior to occur, there must be:

• Capability to do it, 

• Opportunity for the behavior to occur, and 

• Sufficient strong motivation to engage in the behavior. 

In categorizing determinants, it is also useful to: 

• Specify the barriers that currently prevent individuals from engaging in the desired behavior.

• Specify the factors that currently encourage individuals to engage in alternatives to the desired 
behavior.

30



31

COM-B Model Definition Example: Voting
Physical capability: Physical skill, strength, or stamina. Being in a wheelchair (and therefore not being able to drive to or 

ascend the stairs at the voting center). 

Psychological capability: Knowledge or psychological skills to engage 
in necessary mental processes.

Knowing how or where to register to vote. 
Understanding the benefits of voting. 

Physical opportunity: Opportunity afforded by the environment (e.g., 
time, resources, location, governing entities, structural barriers).

The number of voting centers located in your district.
Being able or unable to take time off of work to vote on election day. 

Social opportunity: Opportunity afforded by interpersonal/community 
influences and social norms.

Living in a household where none of the family members have or 
have regularly voted. 

Reflective (or deliberative) motivation: Reflective processes involve 
plans (self-conscious intentions) and beliefs about what is good or bad.

Intending to vote and putting together a voting plan.
Thinking your vote matters. 

• Identity
• Beliefs about capabilities
• Optimism

• Intentions
• Goals
• Beliefs about consequences

Automatic motivation:Automatic processes involving emotional 
reactions, desires (wants and needs), impulses, inhibitions, drive states, and 
reflex responses.

Feeling anticipated pleasure and social capital of posting an “I 
voted” sticker on social media.  

• Reinforcement • Emotion

Categorize Behavioral Determinants Using COM-B



Identify Intervention Options
After identifying what needs to change for the desired behavior to occur, the next step is to 
formulate an appropriate SBC strategy.  This formulation is done by identifying the functions an 
effective intervention will serve and the supporting policies through which the intervention could 
be implemented. 

• Identify intervention functions to:
– Maximize capability

– Maximize opportunity 

– Increase motivation 

• Identify intervention policy categories that will support delivery of previously 
identified intervention functions

32

Adapt & 
Learn

Test 
Intervention

Design 
Intervention

Identify 
Intervention 

Options

Understand 
Determinants

Define 
Behavior



Identify Intervention Function(s)
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Intervention Function & Definition Example: Voting
Education: Increasing knowledge or understanding. Providing information on local voting center locations. 

Persuasion: Using communication to induce positive or negative feelings 
or stimulate action. 

Creating a social media campaign on how voting can benefit 
individuals and communities.

Incentivization: Creating expectation of reward. Providing “I voted” stickers at voting centers (that voters can 
wear in public and share on social media).  

Coercion: Creating expectation of punishment or cost. Making voting mandatory and establishing an administrative 
penalty for people who fail to vote.

Training: Imparting skills. Creating webinars on how to look up relevant information 
for voting (including candidates, issues, registration deadlines). 

Restriction: Using rules to reduce the opportunity to engage in the 
target behavior (or to increase the target behavior by reducing the 
opportunity to engage in competing behavior).

Employers providing a half day off or paid time for voting to 
employees on election day. 

Environmental restructuring: Changing the physical or social context. Constructing ramps at local voting centers to increase access. 

Modeling: Providing an example for people to aspire or to imitate. Using TV drama scenes to encourage people to vote.

Enablement: Increasing means/reducing barriers to increase capability 
(beyond education and training) or opportunity (beyond environmental 
restructuring).  

Providing staff at voting centers to assist people who are 
blind or visually impaired in the voting process. 



Identify Policy Categories

34

Behavior Policy Category & Definition Case Studies
Multiple (e.g.
speak out against 
violet extremism)

Communication/marketing: 
Using print, electronic, telephonic, 
or broadcast media.

Strengthening community resilience against Extremism (USAID/Kenya) through 
messaging, local champions, and community-based events to better enable youth to 
question and reject radicalizing messages or narratives. 

Report election 
fraud

Guidelines: Creating documents 
that recommend or mandate a 
practice.

Strengthening credibility of elections in Bangladesh (Behavioral Insights Team) by 
designing election observer training materials which involved “public pledges of honesty 
and commitment” with the aim of motivating observers to report election fraud.

N/A Fiscal measures: Using the tax 
system to change the financial cost.

No relevant case studies available. 

Practice of child 
marriage

Regulation: Establishing rules or 
principles of behavior or practice.

Combatting child marriage in South Asia,  Africa and the Middle East (United Nations) 
by empowering religious leaders who are already against child marriage to influence 
other religious leaders and their associated communities.  

N/A Legislation: Making or changing laws. No relevant case studies available.

Report 
government 
corruption

Environmental/social planning: 
Designing and/or controlling the 
physical environment.

Reducing government corruption in Papua New Guinea (United Nations) by 
launching a simple SMS-based system allowing for anonymous reporting of corruption 
in public institutions. 

Physically 
punishing 
students

Service provision: Delivering a 
service.

Discouraging corporal punishment in refugee camps in Tanzania (Behavioral Insights 
Team) by designing a program to help teachers identify their violent triggers, change 
destructive thought patterns, and create a plan to use positive discipline techniques.

https://2012-2017.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/documents/1860/SCORE%20Draft%20Fact%20Sheet.pdf
https://www.bi.team/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/BIT_International_V4-Interactive-28.3.19.pdf
https://www.undp.org/sites/g/files/zskgke326/files/publications/Behavioral%20Insights%20at%20the%20UN.pdf
https://www.undp.org/content/dam/undp/library/innovation/Behavioral%20Insights%20at%20the%20UN.pdf
https://www.poverty-action.org/study/preventing-violence-against-children-refugee-camp-schools-tanzania


The Behavioral Insights Toolkit was created as a resource for use by IRS employees and researchers seeking to 
incorporate behavioral insights into their work. The Think | BIG website contains a suite of tools and resources to help 
USAID employees apply behavior integration when designing and implementing development programs. 

Phase II: Iterative Implementation

Iterative implementation is the systematic process of designing, 
implementing, testing, and adapting interventions based on the behavioral 
diagnosis and is guided by the following questions:

1. What should be the specific intervention content and how should it be 
implemented?

2. Is the intervention effective? Why or why not?

3. What should change to make it better?
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We outline three steps 
when performing 
iterative 
implementation, 
drawing on the 
Behavior Change Wheel, 
the IRS Behavioral 
Insights Toolkit, and 
Think | BIG.
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https://www.irs.gov/pub/irs-soi/17rpirsbehavioralinsights.pdf
https://thinkbigonline.org/index


Design Intervention
After identifying the appropriate intervention options in Phase I, the next step is to design the 
specific intervention content or “behavior change techniques (BCTs)” best serving the intervention 
functions. BCTs are the observable, replicable, and irreducible components of an intervention 
designed to change behavior (BCW, p.145). The design process should follow normal best practices
in program design, including a clear theory of change and logic model, but one that considers the 
influence of contextual factors.  Also integral to the intervention design is the delivery method 
stipulating how the BCTs will be implemented. 

• Develop the specific intervention content 

• Decide on the exact delivery method

36
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Develop Intervention Content
In designing the specific intervention content, designers should first start with a comprehensive list 
of BCTs that are appropriate for serving the intervention functions. 

There could be more than one BCT serving one function: 

Information provided at local voting centers and social media campaigns both serve the 
education function for increasing knowledge and understanding of the target population 
regarding the importance of civic participation.

There could be one BCT serving multiple functions: 

Social media campaigns can serve both the education function for increasing knowledge and 
understanding of the target population and the persuasion function by creating positive or 
negative feelings regarding civic participation. 

Narrowing down the list of BCTs to form the intervention content involves considering the 
affordability, practicability, acceptability, ethicality, effectiveness, and sustainability of the intervention.
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Intervention Design Considerations
Affordability: An intervention often has a pre-determined budget no matter how effective or 
important it is.

Practicability: A complex intervention may not be practical no matter how appropriate it is in 
changing the underlying behavioral problem.

Acceptability: An intervention must be acceptable to the local stakeholders (e.g., public entities, 
communities, different social groups within communities, and political organizations). 

Ethicality: An intervention must not have potential unintended negative consequences and have its 
potential benefits equitably distributed across different groups among the target population.

Effectiveness: An intervention must be potentially effective in reaching the desired goals, in general 
and for each target population group, and must also be cost-effective.

Sustainability: An intervention must consider the length of time it will take to have impacts and 
how long those impacts will persist, and the ability for partners to continue the intervention if 
necessary. 38



Decide on the Delivery Method

The delivery method of an intervention is as important as the content of the intervention. 
The considerations for delivery methods are as follows:

Messenger:Who is providing the intervention?

Beneficiary: Who is receiving the intervention?

Mode: How is the intervention delivered (e.g., face-to-face, radio)?

Intensity: How frequently is the intervention delivered?

Duration: For how long is the intervention delivered?

39



Test Intervention
After designing the intervention necessary to address the behavioral problem, the next step is to 
pilot and test the intervention to examine whether and to what extent it is effective before scaling 
up. This is a very important step to save valuable resources down the line.  An evaluation should be 
planned from the beginning in collaboration with a research group. 

• Identify measures of targeted behaviors

• Pilot and evaluate the intervention

• Conduct an impact evaluation 

• Conduct qualitative research

40
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The DRG Impact Evaluation Retrospective provides a retrospective analysis of 27 impact evaluations (IEs) undertaken 
by the DRG Center and its learning partners since 2012. The report discusses the challenges and accomplishments of the 
DRG center IEs and recommends lessons for future IEs conducted by the Center. 

Pilot and Evaluate the Intervention

The pilot and its’ evaluation should be viewed as a collaborative learning process across relevant 
stakeholders (e.g., policymakers, implementers, local community) to understand whether the 
intervention works as intended and what might need to change. The success of the evaluation 
depends on several factors, including:

• Stakeholder buy-in: The evaluator should be involved early so the relevant stakeholders can work 
together on the evaluation design and buy-in to the implementation plan. 

• Commitment: All stakeholders should commit to the research design and adhere to the 
implementation plan for the duration of the evaluation.

• Collaboration: The funding agency should ensure the goals and targets of the implementer and the 
evaluator are aligned and play a coordinating role between stakeholders. 
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https://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/PA00XF3F.pdf


Evaluators should be transparent regarding the evaluation design and the analysis plan before gathering and analyzing data, pre-
registering the evaluation whenever possible.  See Preregistration as a Tool for Strengthening Federal Evaluation from the 
Office of Evaluation Sciences.  

Evaluation Design Considerations: Impact Evaluations
There are several design considerations for the credibility and reliability of evaluations informing 
the effectiveness of interventions to be tested: 

Only rigorous impact evaluations (IEs) are able to confidently measure causal impacts of an 
intervention on intended outcomes. Experimental evaluation designs or randomized controlled trials 
(RCTs) are considered the gold standard in rigorous impact evaluations. There are also several quasi-
experimental designs such as matching, difference-in-difference, and regression discontinuity. 

IEs can be designed as single-pronged (testing the impacts of one approach of implementing 
intervention content and a delivery method) or multi-pronged (testing relative impacts of different 
combinations of intervention content and delivery methods).

IEs should involve sufficiently large sample sizes to draw meaningful inferences on the causal impacts of 
the intervention being tested.  Designs with large sample sizes have sufficient statistical power to 
detect even small to moderate effects. 
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https://oes.gsa.gov/assets/files/preregistration-as-a-tool-in-federal-evaluation.pdf


Evaluation Design Considerations: Qualitative Evaluation

While impact evaluations can establish causal links between an intervention and the desired 
outcomes, a qualitative evaluation is necessary to understand which intervention features worked 
well or did not work. Qualitative evaluation is also useful to understand reasons for null impacts, if 
any, and/or reasons for variations of impacts across various subgroups within the target study 
sample. Data for qualitative evaluation may come from:

• Review of program implementation materials and documents

• Key informant interviews with implementation staff and relevant stakeholders

• Focus group discussions with various groups of beneficiaries

Qualitative evaluations should be conducted as supplements to IEs (conducted as mixed-method 
evaluations); they cannot establish causal links between interventions and the desired outcomes on 
their own. 
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Adapt & Learn

The final step in the SBC approach is to utilize the information and knowledge gathered from 
testing the intervention to adapt the intervention design. Specifically, if certain element(s) did 
not work as intended for certain groups as identified during the qualitative evaluation, then 
the intervention should be adapted accordingly.  If necessary and feasible, the adapted 
intervention should also be piloted and tested before scaling up. 

Finally, learnings from the development process of the SBC approach and results from the 
evaluations should be documented and shared online for future programming.
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Revisiting the Stages of Developing an SBC Approach
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PHASE I.
Behavioral Diagnosis

PHASE II.
Iterative Implementation

Adapt & 
Learn

Test 
Intervention

Design 
Intervention

Identify 
Intervention 

Options

Understand 
Determinants

Define 
Behavior

Based on formative 
research, reprioritize 
behaviors to change.

Based on evaluation results: 
• Redesign intervention
• Pilot intervention again 
• Scale intervention

Based on intervention 
design considerations, 
reprioritize behaviors to 
change.

Based on what has been learned from PHASE II, 
loop back to PHASE I to: 
• Reprioritize behaviors to change
• Identify alternative intervention options



ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS



Ethical Considerations
The guiding principle of Do No Harm (both direct and indirect harm) applies to both traditional and 
SBC-integrated approaches.  Additional consideration must be given to the norms-shifting work for 
piloting SBC interventions (Kohli et al., 2020). Two questions to keep in mind are: Does the intervention 
promote people’s well-being? Whom does it benefit and is the benefit distributed equitably?

• Before Starting: Outline the ethical issues associated with the project and observe existing ethical 

guidelines and codes of conduct. 

• When Designing: Facilitate dialogue between designers/implementers and community stakeholders 

to discuss the agreed-upon values for moving forward as different parties may interpret the aim of an 

SBC intervention through different value systems. 

• When Implementing & Monitoring: Projects should conduct regular environmental scans to 

monitor the normative changes in the society and unexpected effects via regular feedback meetings 

between project staff, frontline workers, and community stakeholders. 
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Deception occurs when an investigator gives false information to subjects or intentionally misleads them about some key 
aspect of research. For example, in a bystander intervention training for CVE, deception can occur if an investigator does not 
inform the participants that there is a mock participant who is included to make snide comments so the investigator can observe 
how participants apply learnings from the training.

Incomplete disclosure occurs when an investigator withholds information about the specific purpose, nature, or other aspect 
of research. 

Ethical Considerations: Informed Consent

One common dilemma occurs in settings where researchers attempt to observe behavior as it naturally 
occurs against the ethical importance of informing participants about their intentions prior to the 
observation. We suggest four principles outlined by Kimmel, Smith & Klein (2010) when considering 
deception or incomplete disclosure in SBC research:

• Use deception as a last resort

• Increase the scope of informed consent and explicitly forewarn that deception may be used

• Anticipate and make allowances for possible vulnerabilities of participants 

• Never expose participants to risks that you would be unwilling to accept
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https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=1674420


RESOURCES



Further Reading: SBC Frameworks & Toolkits
Title Description 

The Behavior Change Wheel:  
A Guide to Designing
Interventions

This is a practical guide (authored by Susan Michie, Lou Atkins and Robert West) to designing 
and evaluating behavior change interventions and policies. It is based on the Behavior Change Wheel, 
a synthesis of 19 behavior change frameworks that draw on a wide range of disciplines and 
approaches.

MINDSPACE This framework, produced by the UK Government, explores how behavior change theory can help 
meet current policy challenges and presents a checklist of nine influences on behavior to be used 
when making policy.

Behavioral Drivers Model UNICEF synthesizes 25 perspectives, theories and models that explain decision-making and 
behavior, and links every conceptual element to an approach that can influence it. 

Tools and Ethics for Applied 
Behavioral Insights: BASIC 
Toolkit

This OECD toolkit provides practitioners and policymakers with a step-by-step process for 
analyzing a policy problem, building strategies, and developing behaviorally informed interventions.

EAST Framework This Behavioral Insights Team (BIT) framework posits that to encourage a behavior, you have to
make it Easy,  Attractive, Social and Timely, which is based on BIT’s own work and the wider 
literature.

THINK | Behavior Integration 
Guidance

THINK | BIG is a USAID produced suite of tools and resources to help organizations integrate 
behaviors into their programming.

Behavioral Insights Toolkit This toolkit was created as a resource for use by the U.S. Internal Revenue Service employees 
and researchers seeking to practically apply behavioral insights to help serve tax payers. 

http://www.behaviourchangewheel.com/
https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/publications/mindspace
https://www.unicef.org/mena/reports/behavioural-drivers-model
https://www.oecd.org/regreform/tools-and-ethics-for-applied-behavioural-insights-the-basic-toolkit-9ea76a8f-en.htm
https://www.bi.team/publications/east-four-simple-ways-to-apply-behavioural-insights/
https://thinkbigonline.org/index
https://www.irs.gov/pub/irs-soi/17rpirsbehavioralinsights.pdf


Further Reading: SBC Papers

Title Description

World Development Report 2015: 
Mind Society and Behavior

The World Bank presents a comprehensive overview of human decision 
making and development policy compiled from hundreds of empirical 
papers, and spotlights how development practitioners might identify their 
own biases and clearly visualizes the iterative process of implementation.

Everybody Wants to Belong: A 
Practical Guide to Tackling and 
Leveraging Social Norms in Behavior 
Change Programming

UNICEF provides accessible and engaging information on social norms, 
the role they play in perpetuating or changing harmful behaviors, and the 
best practices for programming. Designed for mid-level professionals.

Behavioral Science Around the World 
Volume II: Profiles of 17 International 
Organizations

The World Bank highlights 17 international organizations integrating 
behavioral science into their programming. 

https://www.worldbank.org/en/publication/wdr2015
https://www.unicef.org/mena/everybody-wants-to-belong
https://documents.worldbank.org/en/publication/documents-reports/documentdetail/453911601273837739/behavioral-science-around-the-world-volume-two-profiles-of-17-international-organizations


Further Reading: DRG-Specific SBC Resources 
Title Description

Understanding Social Norms: A Reference 
Guide for Policy and Practice

This Reference Guide, produced by The Fletcher School at 
Tufts University, is a comprehensive exploration of the role 
social norms play in endemic corruption in fragile states. 

Strengthening Rule of Law Approaches to 
Address Organized Crime: Social Norms

This White Paper captures key points from a roundtable 
discussion USAID hosted jointly with Management Systems 
International to examine lessons learned on social norm change 
in organized crime. 

High-Impact Practices: How to Design Social 
and Behavior Change Communications for 
Countering Violent Extremism

This briefing paper, produced by Chemonics International, 
serves as a primer on the limited existing data related to social 
and behavior change communications (SBCC) interventions and 
CVE and provides insight on how SBCC could be designed to 
address violent extremism based off CVE-related data and data 
from other disciplines.

Improving Development Outcomes Through 
Social and Behavior Change Communication: 
Applying a Governance Lens

This analytical study, produced by USAID, identifies and 
examines best practices in SBCC by African governments. 

https://sites.tufts.edu/ihs/social-norms-reference-guide/
https://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/PA00TXDQ.pdf
https://chemonics.com/sbccforcve/
https://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/PA00TG2X.pdf


Further Reading: Participatory Research Methods 

Title Description

Social Norms Exploration Toolkit This participatory learning and action toolkit, produced by Institute 
for Reproductive Health (funded by USAID), guides social norms 
exploration and was designed specifically for program planners. 

Improving Development Outcomes
Through Social and Behavior Change 
Communication: Applying a 
Governance Lens

This analytical study, produced by USAID and FHI360, identifies 
and examines best practices in SBCC by African governments, and 
highlights community participatory approaches as effective in 
achieving outcomes as opposed to unidirectional, top down SBCC 
approaches.

Social Norms and AYSRH: Building a 
Bridge from Theory to Program 
Design

This working paper, produced by the Institute for Reproductive 
Health, acts as a bridge between recent advances in social norms 
theory and evidence and effective program design and centers 
ethical considerations and community participation in norms-shifting 
work. 

https://www.alignplatform.org/resources/social-norms-exploration-tool-snet
https://www.thecompassforsbc.org/multi-sbc/improving-development-outcomes-through-social-and-behavior-change-communication-applying
https://irh.org/resource-library/social-norms-and-aysrh-building-a-bridge-from-theory-to-program-design-learning-collaborative-to-advance-normative-change/#:%7E:text=Social%20Norms%20and%20AYSRH%3A%20Building%20a%20Bridge%20from%20Theory%20to%20Program%20Design,-A%20growing%20body&text=In%20other%20words%2C%20programmers%20must,to%20promote%20positive%20AYSRH%20outcomes.


CASE STUDIES



Introduction to Case Studies

The case studies referenced in this primer meet two criteria: 1) they are programs 
designed and implemented by international development organizations and 2) they 
fall under the umbrella of DRG programming. The following case studies represent 
a compilation of relevant programs as described in the Behavioral Science Around 
the World Volume II: Profiles of 17 International Organizations. This list was 
supplemented with relevant USAID programs. 

https://documents.worldbank.org/en/publication/documents-reports/documentdetail/453911601273837739/behavioral-science-around-the-world-volume-two-profiles-of-17-international-organizations


Case Study #1: Promote Positive Behaviors
Democracia Activia – Peru (DAP) was designed to strengthen democratic values, improve citizens’ 
attitudes toward democracy as a political system and promote informed citizen participation in Peru.  The 
program targeted youth ages 18-35, who were marginally involved in democratic practices, as this group was 
considered to have the greatest potential for change in its attitudes and behaviors toward democracy and 
civic participation. One of DAP's strategies were in-person events using an entertainment-education strategy 
to encourage citizens to cast informed votes in the national election.  Activities included seminars on 
democracy and elections; live televised debates by congressional candidates; and information kiosks in plazas, 
university campuses, and other busy locations.

Data: Survey findings point to increased citizen involvement in municipal or regional government activities, 
whether through attendance and participation in meetings and budget planning, or in non-institutional 
activities, such as participation in marches and public protests.

Conclusions: DAP offers an example of a DRG project combining messaging and community-based events to 
target younger citizens and increase their involvement in democratic practices. DAP’s results demonstrate the 
importance of defining the problem in behavioral terms, including the desired outcome and who the target 
population is. 

https://www.fhi360.org/projects/democracia-activa-%E2%80%93-per%C3%BA-dap


Case Study #2: Reduce Risky Behaviors
Strengthening Community Resilience against Extremism (SCORE) is a USAID/Kenya and USAID/East 
Africa capacity-building activity aiming to address the root causes of conflict and violent extremism and reduce 
the allure of potentially radicalizing messages in Kenya’s coastal region. Using messaging, local champions, and 
community-based events, SCORE guides individuals toward peaceful outlets (peacebuilding initiatives, early 
warning mechanisms, and linkages to economic opportunities) and enables them to reject, question, and mobilize 
against radicalizing messages or narratives.  

Data: SCORE began by conducting formative research to identify the root causes of conflict, the primary drivers 
of violent extremism, and the primary grievances among at-risk groups. SCORE’s data demonstrates changes in 
perception of and interest in extremist groups as well as changes in community members’ willingness to resist the 
influence of radicalized messaging. The data also suggests an increased interest in positive outlets to voice 
grievances and in other means of pursuing social inclusion. 

Conclusions: SCORE offers an example of a CVE program combining messaging through various channels, 
community-based activities, and government and security participation to target at-risk populations and, in turn, 
change behavior at the individual and social levels. 

https://2012-2017.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/documents/1860/SCORE%20Draft%20Fact%20Sheet.pdf


Case Study #3: 
Improve Relationships between Authorities and Communities
Becoming One is a counseling program designed to bring couples closer and prevent intimate partner 
violence (IPV). The program is delivered in partnership with local faith leaders, who guide couples through 
engaging workbooks and videos teaching communication skills, emotional regulation, shared control over 
finances and household duties, sexual consent, and pleasure. 

Data: The design team conducted extensive formative research in Liberia to better understand perceptions 
of different factors relating to IPV as well as existing strategies that communities employ to address IPV.  The 
team identified pastors and other faith leaders as particularly influential, created an initial set of couples 
counselling prototypes, and implemented a pilot in Uganda with 40 faith leaders and approximately 900 
couples. Observations and interviews suggested that framing relationship skills as based in “biblical principles,” 
seemed to increase the acceptance and practice of new skills.  Currently, Innovations for Poverty Action (IPA) 
is conducting a randomized evaluation to measure the impact of Becoming One on IPV. 

Conclusions: Although this case study is still ongoing and related to IPV, it demonstrates the importance of 
formative research to identify behavioral determinants and piloting and scaling up an intervention after 
evaluating initial impacts. 

https://airbel.rescue.org/projects/becoming-one/


59

Case Studies: Human Rights
Title / Policy Category Description

All the following projects were implemented by IOM X, USAID and the International Organization for Migration’s (IOM) campaign to encourage 
safe migration and public action to stop exploitation and human trafficking. 

Open Doors/Home Happy
Communication

A series of videos to raise awareness of domestic worker exploitation and encourage practices to reduce it. 

Made
Communication

Made is a fictional miniseries produced, by IOM X and the Philippines-based production agency Indioboy, to 
help viewers better understand what exploitation in manufacturing can look like and how their choices as 
consumers and employers can fight or fuel trafficking and exploitation.

Forced Marriage Campaign
Communication

IOM X partnered with the Women’s Media Centre of Cambodia to create a video informing young 
women in Cambodia of the risks involved in migrating to China for marriage. 

The Cotabato Roadshow
Communication

The Cotabato Roadshow is a multi-media campaign IOM X implemented in Maguindanao, Philippines. IOM X 
disseminated a video, I am Fatima, which tells the story of a young women who chooses to leave her home to 
work as a domestic worker abroad. The aim of the video campaign was to provide tips on how to migrate safely. 

Bangladesh Roadshow 
Campaign
Communication

The Bangladesh Roadshow took place over a one year period to produce and disseminate educational videos 
among hundreds of community members in Bangladesh. The aim of the videos was to ensure  the audience is 
using visa checking services before migrating abroad. 

IOM X Central America
Communication

IOM X implemented campaigns in Mexico (i.e. Informed Migration), Guatemala (i.e. Go for it!), Honduras (i.e.
Connect with Your Future), and El Salvador (i.e. Plan Your Life!) in order to promote safe migration. 

https://iomx.iom.int/resources/campaign/happy-home-open-doors
https://iomx.org/made/
https://iomx.iom.int/resources/iom-x/reports/forced-marriage-campaign-report
https://iomx.iom.int/resources/campaign/iom-x-cotabato-roadshow
https://iomx.iom.int/resources/campaign/iom-x-bangladesh-roadshow
https://www.iom.int/news/iom-campaigns-help-communities-mexico-and-central-america-seek-alternatives-irregular-migration


Case Studies: Democracy & Governance
Title / Policy Category Description

Democracia Activia – Peru (DAP)
Communication

USAID partnered with FHI360 to strengthen democratic values, improve citizens’ attitudes toward 
democracy as a political system, and promote informed citizen participation. DAP used a variety of 
communication tools (e.g., website, posters, videos, interactive games) and in-person events to carry 
messages to youth, who were the target audience. 

Strengthening Credibility of Elections in 
Bangladesh 
Guidelines

Behavioral Insights Team worked with the Asia Foundation to design and test the impact of election 
observer training materials which involved “public pledges of honesty and commitment” with the aim of 
motivating observers to report election fraud.

Reducing Government Corruption in 
Papua New Guinea 
Environmental/social planning

To improve the quality and quantity of corruption reports, the Behavioral Insights at the United 
Nations (UNBI) piloted a simple, SMS-based system that allows for anonymous reporting of corruption 
in public institutions. 

Secure Livelihoods Research 
Consortium
(Formative Research)

As part of an eight year global research program, the Overseas Development Institute (ODI) and 
their partners explore the mental landscape of post-conflict recovery in northern Uganda using 
experimental behavioral research methods. 

Increasing Public Service 
Responsiveness in Cameroon
Environmental/social planning

In order to improve performance in public service jobs in Cameroon, UNBI is utilizing behavioral research 
insights to develop a tool to define and measure job performance of workers at the Emergency Center of 
Yaounde Central Hospital. 

Increasing Voter Turnout in Tunisian 
Elections
Communication

Democracy International (DI) increased participation in the 2018 Municipal Elections through a 
messaging campaign that reminded Tunisians about the elections and encouraged them to vote. DI designed 
the campaign as an experiment to identify best practices in non-partisan voter mobilization in Tunisia. 

https://www.fhi360.org/projects/democracia-activa-%E2%80%93-per%C3%BA-dap
https://www.bi.team/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/BIT_International_V4-Interactive-28.3.19.pdf
https://www.undp.org/content/dam/undp/library/innovation/Behavioral%20Insights%20at%20the%20UN.pdf
https://securelivelihoods.org/publication/the-mental-landscape-of-post-conflict-life-in-northern-uganda-part-1-the-research-design/
https://www.undp.org/content/dam/undp/library/innovation/Behavioral%20Insights%20at%20the%20UN.pdf
http://democracyinternational.com/media/DI%20Tunisia%20Study%20One-Pager%20-%20English%20v2.pdf
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Case Studies: Combatting Violence
Title / Policy Category Description

Discouraging Corporal Punishment 
in Refugee Camps in Tanzania
Service provision

Behavioral Insights Team (BIT) designed a program to help teachers in refugee camps identify their 
violent triggers, change destructive thought patterns, and create a plan to use positive discipline techniques.

Smart Peace
Conducting behavioral 
diagnosis

Behavioral Insights Team (BIT) has joined a consortium (including Conciliation Resources and the Asia 
Foundation) to apply behavioral insights to conflict resolution in the Central African Republic, Nigeria, and 
Myanmar. 

Strengthening Community 
Resilience against Extremism 
(SCORE) 
Communication

This USAID/Kenya and USAID/East Africa activity used messaging, local champions, and community-
based events in Kenya’s coastal region to better enable youth and other at-risk populations of violent 
extremism to reject, question, and mobilize against radicalizing messages or narratives.

Becoming One
Service provision

IRC worked with World Vision to design a counseling program to bring couples closer and prevent 
intimate partner violence (IPV) in Liberia. The program is delivered in partnership with local faith leaders, 
who guide couples through engaging workbooks and videos that teach communication skills, emotional 
regulation, shared control over finances and household duties, sexual consent and pleasure. 

Modern Man
Communication

IRC used communication technology (SMS and WhatsApp) to provide small, engaging content that 
challenges harmful gender norms that have been shown to lead to violence. It prompts men to practice 
behaviorally-informed skills that increase communication, understanding and importance of sexual consent, 
shared decision making, and emotional regulation, and is currently  being evaluated in an RCT.

https://www.poverty-action.org/study/preventing-violence-against-children-refugee-camp-schools-tanzania
https://www.c-r.org/programme/smart-peace
https://2012-2017.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/documents/1860/SCORE%20Draft%20Fact%20Sheet.pdf
https://airbel.rescue.org/projects/becoming-one/
https://airbel.rescue.org/projects/modern-man/


Case Studies: Combatting Violence (cont.)
Title / Policy Category Description

Behavioral Insights for Preventing 
Violent Extremism

UNDP is partnering with behavioral insights experts at NudgeLebanon, to identify triggers and 
disruptors to radicalization and violent extremism. In Yemen, the team is exploring how to apply 
BI to motivate greater participation in their psycho-social support programs. In Sudan, the team 
is looking to address relapse to violence among prisoners. 

Behavioral Insights and designing low-
cost evaluations to combat violence 
against women

UNDP partnered with the Behavioral Insights Team and Egypt’s National Council for Women to 
train 30 participants on how to apply behavioral insights to design low cost evaluations to 
combat violence against women.  A second objective is to design behaviorally-informed 
interventions for prototyping and testing. 

http://inno4arabstates.com/Project/view/6
http://www.inno4arabstates.com/Project/view/71


Case Studies: Other
Title / Policy Category Sector Description 

Re-think. Experiment. 
(Formative Research)

WPPL The UN Women Fund for Gender Equality identified nine women’s organization grantees to 
practice a user-centered design approach and constant feedback loops to identify what works for 
their project beneficiaries.  This process uses a range of tools deriving from design thinking/systems 
thinking and behavioral insights. 

Promoting Tax Compliance in 
Kosovo using Behavioral 
Insights
Communication

Taxes GIZ and the World Bank designed, implemented, and evaluated three experiments that involved 
sending behaviorally informed reminders using letters, emails, and SMS messages to various groups 
of tax payers to induce timely and honest payments. 

Effect of Notices and 
Reminders on Tax Compliance 
in Mozambique
Communication

Taxes This project sought to increase tax payment in two areas of Mozambique using alternative framing 
methods on tax notices. Using an randomized controlled trial (RCT), taxpayers were randomly
assigned to one of three groups: a control group, receiving the standard letter with no changes; a 
positive intervention group, receiving a notice with positive framing (detailing the specific projects
and infrastructure financed by local taxes last year); and a negative intervention group (non-payment 
of taxes leads to fines). 

Applying Behavioral Insights to 
Improve Tax Collection in 
Poland
Communication

Taxes The World Bank worked with the Government of Poland to conduct an RCT that used letters to 
remind taxpayers in Poland to pay their taxes. The RCT tested the effects of different behavioral 
messages on income tax compliance and whether the mode of letter delivery had an effect on
compliance.

https://www.unwomen.org/-/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/trust%20funds/fundgenderequality/fge_social_innovation_factsheet_sept2018.pdf?la=en&vs=1737
https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/kosovo/publication/promoting-tax-compliance-in-kosovo-with-behavioral-insights
http://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/453911601273837739/pdf/Behavioral-Science-Around-the-World-Volume-Two-Profiles-of-17-International-Organizations.pdf
https://documents.worldbank.org/en/publication/documents-reports/documentdetail/928731497243427428/applying-behavioral-insights-to-improve-tax-collection-experimental-evidence-from-poland
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