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It’s All in Our Heads: 
Protecting biodiversity with behavior-centered design
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but first, a warm-up question…

You are about to buy a new belt for $23.99, when you 
learn that the exact same belt is available for $15.99 at 
another store, 10 minutes’ walk away.

Would you walk to the other store to get the cheaper 
belt?
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Climate change

Deforestation and habitat loss

Overexploitation

Invasive species

Pollution

Biggest threats to biodiversity
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“The current extinction has its own novel cause: not 

an asteroid or a massive volcanic eruption but "one 

weedy species.”

Elizabeth Kolbert, The Sixth Extinction: An Unnatural History
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Virtually all environment and sustainability 
challenges share one thing in common.

To solve them, people have to start 
behaving differently.
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warm-up question part 2…

You are about to buy a new Macbook for $1129, when 
you learn that the same Macbook is available for $1121 
at another store, 10 minutes’ walk away.

Would you walk to the other store to get the cheaper 
Macbook?
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would you walk 10 minutes to 
save $8?
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The predominant view of human nature…

Homo economicus
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codex
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Emotions 
are often 
more 
powerful 
than reason

1
People are 
social 
animals

2
We have 
strange, 
even 
irrational 
ways of 
making 
decisions

3
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“Pride gives us the 
motivational kick we need 
to make ourselves great.” 
Dr. Jessica Tracy
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People are 
social 
animals

2
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Message on Placard Conversion 
Rate

Help the hotel save energy. 16%

Partner with us to save the 
environment.

31%

Almost 75% of guests reuse towels. 44%

75% of guests who stayed in this 
room reused towels.

49%
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Observability research
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Context 
matters3
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30% of visitors 

purchased

3% of visitors 

purchased
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emotional
appeals

social
incentives

choice
architecture

Principles of Behavior-Centered Design
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Emotional 
appeals

Social 
incentives

Choice 
architecture

1. Leverage the power 
of pride

2. Inspire elevation
3. Provoke surprise

1. Strengthen group 
identity

2. Establish and clarify 
norms

3. Increase observability

1. Build on existing 
beliefs

2. Make choices clear 
and simple

3. Remove barriers

behavioral activators
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Paul
Butler
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More than 400 Pride campaigns 
launched in over 50 countries
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community 
change-makers

Center for Behavior & the Environment

through the science of human behaviorinspiring change so people and nature thrive
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building the field
Finding solutions that are already working 
and spreading them far and wide

linking science and practice
Taking science out of the laboratory and 
into the field, for the betterment of both

training, dissemination and delivery
Empowering more conservation practitioners 
around the world to become transformative 
behavioral design strategists

Center for Behavior & the Environment
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