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This Process.

This book is part of a process that has been specifically designed for 

you to help you achieve behavioural change in whatever you choose.  

Each book, the selection of materials inside, and the content of our 

discussions is designed to achieve the specific objectives you have 

asked us to meet. 

To get the best out of this, we ask that as well as attending the 

discussion sessions, you read the books, search some of the links, 

watch the simple online content and take part in the suggested 

exercises. 

The more you put in the more you will get out of this experience. 

Behavioural science is a compelling and interesting subject and we’ve 

tried to make this process as straightforward as possible but it still 

requires some effort and time.

This is much more than a training course; it is education, practice and 

application. We want this to be an experience and something that will 

stay with you, be of ongoing use and help with both work and 

personal life. Most of all we want this to be enjoyable.

This experience will be lead by you. We have prepared a lot already, 

but your contribution, feedback and questions will inform the rest of 

the content. The next book we’ll give you has not been printed yet. 

We don’t entirely know what it will look like. It is about two thirds 

written; the other third will come from you.

This is exciting for us, and we hope that it will be for you too.



WARNING:  
Some things we’ll talk about will be controversial. Some of 
the things we will ask you to consider might go against your 
current company policies and current thinking.

We ask that you consider everything and try to keep an 
open mind. We ask you to listen to others, your peers and 
colleagues and ask, “what if?” “why?” and “why not?”  

For things to be different, they have to feel different.  
If something feels uncomfortable, we know from our 
experience that we are pushing boundaries. If it all feels  
the same then nothing will change. 

This will take time and effort but it will be worth it. You’ll 
have to try new behaviours. Some of these behaviours will 
be easy, some not so. Even though some behaviours appear 
really easy a few of you won’t do them. This is all part of the 
learning experience. Never underestimate how hard it is to 
do a new behaviour. 

We will talk a lot about creating an environment that 
supports the right behaviours; that environment starts here.  
Please support each other, please provide each other with 
prompts to do the homework (yes, homework). 

Take these concepts home. Conversations away from the 
group will make it more likely that you get the best out of 
the short time that we have together. 
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Glossery of terms.
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Glossary of Terms 

Like any science or technical practice behavioural science has it's  

own language. You will see these words and phrases repeatedly 

throughout this book.

Antecedent 
Something specific that happens before the behaviour occurs that 

without it, the behaviour would not have been able to happen.

Behaviour 
Behaviour refers to the specifics of what is said or done. A behaviour 

is objective not subjective. Every behaviour is measurable. Think of 

behaviours as actions.

Consequence 
Something that happens after a behaviour that informs the performer 

of whether the behaviour was reinforcing or punishing. This makes the 

behaviour either more likely or less likely to occur in the future. A 

consequence happens after every behaviour.

Reinforcement 
A type of consequence that supports a behaviour and makes it 

more likely to happen in the future.

Punishment 
A type of consequence that discourages a behaviour and makes 

it less likely to happen in the future.

Extinction 
A lack of reinforcement for a behaviour that will lead to the 

behaviour reducing.
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Behavioural Pinpointing 
An objective description of a behaviour (action) that everyone would 

agree upon.

Conditioning 
When a person has learned to respond (behave) to a antecedent or 

stimulus in a specific way due to repeated exposure to that prompt 

and repeated reinforcement of the behaviour.

Consequence history 
The history of the consequences that we have received to date, that 

inform us of our preferences, likes and dislikes.

Environment 
The environment is local to the performer and is what surrounds the 

performer at the time of their behaviour. The environment consists of 

the physical setting and other people’s behaviours or actions.

Fluent 
Able to perform a number of behaviours to an expert level as a result 

of continued practice, feedback and adjustment.

Nurture 
The use of encouragement, care and helpful, supportive attention to 

cultivate behaviour.

Performer 
The performer is the person carrying out the behaviour, the action.

Social Norm 
The rules of behaviour that are considered acceptable in a group or 

society. People who do not follow these rules may be shunned or left 

out.
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Keep track of any other new language that crops up. 

As I said in the introduction, this is an exciting area of study and we want 

you to share the things you uncover along the way. Let us know what you 

discover. 
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CHAPTER 1
Businesses, management, behavioural 

science and you.
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Businesses, management, behavioural science   
and you. 

What’s behavioural science got to do with business and why should 

we apply it to the way we manage people? 

In this chapter we will look at:

• The evolution of work. 

• Making work better. 

• The modern business. 

• A call to the local leaders.
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The evolution of work. 

To start with, let’s be clear; your work or your career is just a 

construct, an invention, something that we created and perpetuate  

to keep us busy and provide us with an identity. It’s one of the most 

powerful norms of today’s society and we are judged if we choose  

to do something else with our time on this planet. 

The evolution of business is quite interesting from an ancestral 

consequence point of view. There were always jobs to be done, 

hunting, cleaning, looking after children, making fires, building  

refuges and all that. Stuff that we had to do in order to survive. We 

then started to trade, figuring out that we could swap something we 

had for something that someone else had that was of mutual benefit. 

The key was, did you have something that someone else wanted? We 

also worked out that if we didn’t have anything material to trade with, 

we could trade in our time, our labour, in return for items of use and 

then of course money. All these behaviours were a product of 

reinforcement, you got something you wanted or avoided something 

that you didn’t want as a result of the trading behaviour.

Nowadays we don’t have to work to stay alive. Our every day priorities 

are never as base as survival and our jobs fulfil our need to keep busy 

and belong, in exchange for tokens that we can trade for food, 

clothing, shelter and goods that make our life more comfortable. 

The reinforcement we receive from our ‘work’ behaviours has shifted 

for a lot of us from pure survival to material wants. Some people 

amass wealth and power through their actions; work is a status 

symbol as well as a suppressive control tool. 

Work was something you were instructed to do and base your whole 

life around. You were asked by your parents and teachers “what do 

you want to be when you grow up?” at parties, and at conferences 

your peers ask “what is it you do?”.
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Work has become something that we define ourselves by, the role  

we fulfil at work says more to others than the person we are at home.  

It provides many with a façade and place to be someone different. We 

like to keep our work separate from our private life, separate places, 

separate ‘friends’, different persona and behaviours driven and 

supported by detached environments. 

Work in many ways prevents us from being who we really are or from 

being what we want to be. We turn up, day in day out to the same 

place, an environment that prompts and supports the same 

behaviours month on month. Our routines are scarily repetitive and 

predictable. We are prisoners of our daily repertoires until the day  

we have to retire, when we are then lost, shocked that we wasted so 

much time on something that on reflection gave us so little. This is 

what happens to work or to us at work if our time is without 

purposeful design.

It doesn’t have to be like this, we can see work differently. We can find 

purpose, change our direction, if we want; we can at least see it for 

what it is and start to make it something to enjoy. Make work ‘work’ 

for us as individuals and as a society, rather than something that 

controls and limits us. 

“I don’t want to be a product of the environment, I 
want the environment to be a product of me.”

Frank Costello.
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Making work better. 

Applying behavioural science to the workplace can not only relieve  

a lot of stress by improving certainty, it can actually make work 

enjoyable and even inspiring. We thrive on positive reinforcement, it’s 

what makes us take part in our past-times, play sport, love music and 

so on. Wouldn’t it be great if we worked out how to get as much 

positive reinforcement out of work as we do our hobbies? Wouldn’t it 

be great if the people who had the most influence over the 

environment at work could turn mundane repetitive tasks into fulfilling 

purposeful responsibilities? Wouldn’t it be great if work could provide 

places of nurture helping us to make the most of our lives, be good for 

our health and benefit our communities? 

The person that has most control over the immediate environment at 

work and at home is you. You may not feel like you have control, but 

you are the main influencer in your environment. Without you, it would 

not be the way it is. It is easy to think that someone else is in charge 

or is to blame for whatever your work environment looks like, but 

actually, you are as much a part of it as the person next to you. If your 

work is a great place to be, full of positive reinforcement, you are a 

massive part of that. The opposite is true too of course. If your work is 

full of punishment and pain, well, that’s you too. 

We have a choice, we can get up every day and do the same thing as 

we did yesterday, or we can break our routines, take control of our 

lives and live the best that we can. We can do this and still work, we 

can create places of work that are great places to be.

Jack Nicholson as Frank Costello says in the opening line of the film, 

The Departed, “I don’t want to be a product of the environment,   

I want the environment to be a product of me.” That is what I am 

talking about. We can use the knowledge of behavioural science to 

take responsibility and take control. 
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The modern business. 

The modern day business is not much different from the basic 

principles of trade. We all sell products, whether that product is   

a time/labour service or an actual material object. 

A business is a living entity that is dependent on a collection of 

people brought together from various backgrounds. The organisation 

of those people is critical to the company’s success and the daily 

behaviours of the employees deliver the results that determine the 

company’s success. Business results aren’t delivered by spreadsheets 

or procedures, they are not delivered by strategies or business plans, 

they are delivered by the actions of people; their behaviours. 

The larger a business grows, the more people it is dependent upon. 

The more people it is dependent upon, the more risk there is to the 

business. Why, because people are fickle. We might not like to think 

that but we are. Our behaviour, as we will explore in this book, is a 

product of the environment, our actions calibrate to the different 

environments that we move through every hour of every day. 

Large companies try very hard to control their employees and  

achieve standardisation by creating blanket processes and rules. This 

approach works to a certain extent but in doing so, it manages to suck 

any spark of life out of many employees and frustrates many 

managers who are charged with trying to make an otherwise 

innovating team toe the line. 

Work is changing and many organisations are getting left behind. 

There are numerous books, research examples and case studies 

showing the benefits of using positive reinforcement at work. There 

are more start-ups and innovators than ever before retaking control 

and breaking the paradigms of traditional business with spectacular 

results, bringing meaning and purpose back into their and others lives.  
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A call to the local leaders.

As well as teaching you a bit about behavioural science I hope that  

I can ignite a hunger in you to see and do things differently. To take 

control of the environment and arrange your stage in such a way that 

you really do get the best out of life including work. 

As a local leader, which we all are, we have the power to purposefully 

design our places of work. You can either chose to be a product of the 

environment or have the environment be a product of you. The later 

involves you having some knowledge of how we all start off being 

victims of the environment and then practicing until you are fluent at 

creating an environment for success. 

This is what we are going to get into. This, if you stick at it, could be 

the most powerful skill that you ever learn. This is where it starts. This 

is about you. 

“Industrialisation is fading as an engine for economic 
growth.” 

Seth Godin, Author of the Icarus deception.
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Things to think about and do...

1. What are your thoughts around work?

2. Do you enjoy where you work?

3. Many people’s health is made worse by work, what are  
 your thoughts on this?

4. How can you make work a better place to be? 

2.

1.



3.

4.
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CHAPTER 2
An introduction to behavioural science.
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An introduction to behavioural science.

In this chapter we will look at -

• A short introduction to behavioural science. 

• The application of behavioural science.

• The evolution of consequences.

• Changing behaviour and getting what you want.

• A negative present for a positive future.

• Avoiding the obvious.

• The power of social pressure and social norms.
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A short introduction to behavioural science. 

Behavioural science is the scientific study of human and animal 

behaviour. The rules that govern how we behave have been around  

for as long as humans have existed but it was only during the 20th 

century that we really started to understand what those rules were.  

The main behavioural pioneer, whose name comes up when you 

search ”behavioural science”, will be the American psychologist B.F. 

Skinner. He died in 1990 but his work remains some of the most cited 

in modern behavioural science studies. 

Behaviourism, as it is sometimes known, can get a bit of a bad rap 

with some believing that it is controlling and reductive, disregarding 

our emotional side and perhaps some of the early stuff did. 

Some dislike it because studies show that we share many traits   

with animals, something which perhaps we don’t really like to admit. 

However, research and evidence shows that there are indeed a set of 

rules that can explain human and animal behaviour quite accurately. 

Indeed in order for this to be a science, accuracy is everything.  

Neuroscience and recent advances in technology, including the ability 

to perform detailed live scans of the brain using fMRI (functioning 

Magnetic Resonance Imagine) have allowed us to confirm the early 

conclusions of behavioural science. The field of neuroscience is 

growing at an amazing rate. We won’t be covering neuroscience in 

this course other than a few interesting facts and supporting articles. 

The advantage that behavioural science has over neuroscience is that 

it is observable to anyone and everyone, you don’t need special 

instruments to view the experiments that are happening all around 

you. 
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All science benefits from curiosity and scepticism. Research some 

things yourself. Challenge what you hear. It is easier to do this now 

than ever before. See what you can find out. Look at the research,  

get a balanced view.  

The application of behavioural science.  

Behavioural science has been widely used for a number of decades 

now. Its theoretical applications are endless. Yet, we have hardly 

scratched the surface of its practice.  

It can have an impact on the prevention and the amelioration of 

abuse, drug problems, obesity, health issues, mental health problems 

and dysfunction in families. In business it offers proven techniques for 

improvement in areas such as efficiencies, forecasting, leadership and 

health and safety.  

We know it can make a difference. We know how to use it. We can 

calculate how long it will take and how much it will cost. We know 

what works and what doesn’t. We know through the careful testing  

of applied psychology, social and behavioural science that we can 

achieve improvements in major areas of concern. Source – The 

Nurture Effect - Biglan

The theoretical applications are endless.

In the United Kingdom, we have a government department dedicated 

to the use of applied psychology and behavioural science in policy 

making. Since 2013 the Behavioural Insights Team (BIT) have carried 

out randomised control trials across almost every part of government 

policy. Source - BIT
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In September 2015, the US followed in the UK’s footsteps and  

created their own version of the BIT to help advise congress on the 

use of behavioural science in policy making.  

Yes, there is still a heck of a lot of dysfunction in both governments 

but at least they are starting on a journey of improvement using a 

science-based approach to human behaviour. 

Sodak have helped companies use behavioural science to identify 

multimillion pound savings on efficiencies and operational costs. 

Companies such as Lakehouse, the Scottish Police Service Authority 

and Gatwick Airport have improved their operating effectiveness and 

saved a collective £7.2 million using these evidence based 

improvement techniques. A construction company would need to turn 

over a £240 million job successfully to make a comparable 3% margin. 

Compare the level of risk involved in executing a job of that size with  

a small investment in people you already trust. You don’t even have to 

go out and chase that big job to make this change, it is latent profit 

waiting to be unlocked. The potential already exists in your company 

and needs only a nurturing environment to flourish. 

Despite all of this social and commercial success the uptake of  

applied behavioural science has been slow. Why is this?

Why are some people reluctant to believe the evidence presented to 

them can make a difference?  What are people resisting? Why don’t 

we see more use of this scientifically proven improvement tool?  

Maybe we need a bit more empathy to help us understand why those 

people find it difficult to use behavioural science. After all, there is a 

reason for every behaviour which means there is a reason why many 

are still using less advanced, ineffective techniques. Let’s explore that.  
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The evolution of consequences. 

If we take a look at the basic principles of human behaviour, we can 

perhaps start to understand what some of the issues may be.

We are programmed for instant gratification.

We are hard wired to do what will serve us best in the moment and 

over hundreds of thousands of years, our instincts and reactions have 

served to keep us alive. Those with the most adaptive behaviours 

survived.

In the past, sweet, fatty and salty tastes usually signalled something 

safe; bitter, bland or sour tastes flagged-up potentially toxic or low 

nutritional food. Evolution selected those who ate ‘safe’ and 

deselected those who didn’t.

We learned very quickly to avoid danger; those who were able to run 

fastest or fight hardest, pumped full of adrenaline, survived to pass on 

their genetic skills to their offspring.

Our behaviour, our actions rewarded us instantly, we were only 

interested in things that were necessary for our existence.

The legacy of our survival to modern times is a love of sweet, fatty 

and salty foods and a desire to escape danger. Evolution has honed 

our behaviour through the consequences our ancestors received.

Our starting point now, our modern day default, our nature is to 

respond in the moment and to go for things which, in that moment, 

satisfy us or give us relief. It is more natural for us to respond to 

prompts that give us a quick return because of our ancestral 

preferences.

It is in our nature to avoid even the slightest 
confrontation, even though it might benefit us later to 
confront that fear now. 
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However, this old programming in our modern world can lead to later, 

detrimental effects on our future self.

Nature has done us no favours in our ability to manage our health, to 

parent, manage people or to run businesses. We’re programmed for 

short term gain but all these areas benefit from behaviours that 

deliver long term gains but often produce short term pain.

Doing the right thing nowadays often requires a certain amount of 

delayed gratification.  

Changing behaviour and getting what you want.

Successful techniques for changing behaviour are relatively simple. 

They will usually involve some form of observation and pinpointing  

of the existing behaviour. There will be an intervention where new 

expectations should be set. It requires measurement and focused 

feedback with follow up. New behaviours must be nourished and 

encouraged through reinforcement. 

It’s not rocket science. 

The use of such change models takes time and effort and you 

probably wont see results straight away. 

Without knowledge of behavioural science, most of us, once we reach 

adult life, believe that all we have to do to get a change in behaviour is 

ask for it. This is programmed into us from an early age; from our first 

days on earth, we learned that crying would get us attention. As we 

grew we realised that we could get our parents to do things for us just 

by asking and in some cases demanding.   
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We then tried to use these techniques in adulthood not realising that, 

as children we had massive amounts of ‘natural’ stimulus control with 

our parents but as adults, we have no ‘natural’ stimulus control with 

our work colleagues.  

We also learned as youngsters that coercive behaviour got us quicker 

results than nurturing behaviour, that is to say that we learned, 

screaming, hitting or biting, got us attention. Coercion, however, 

breeds animosity, stress and hatred through the avoidance of fear.  

To bring about behavioural change you will require purpose, 

knowledge of behavioural science and lots of energy. In the short term 

it will be difficult to see the results but the long term gains could be 

immeasurable.

  

A negative present for a positive future.  

Evolution has made us desire instant gratification and instant results. 

The conditioning that we received as children has left us thinking that 

we can get what we want just by asking for it. 

Successful change for future benefit and our natural 
programming are at odds from the start.  

Putting certain, immediate effort in today for a possible uncertain, 

delayed result tomorrow, investing energy in a negative present for a 

positive future, is counter-intuitive and unnatural. Unfortunately doing 

the right thing for our health, children and business requires that we 

do just that. 

Most of us will avoid a punishing negative present devoid of 

reinforcement. Even though we agree that eating a thoughtful, 

balanced home cooked meal is healthier than convenience food, most 

of us will admit there’s more junk in our diet than there should be.
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Belonging to a long lineage of evolved humans has obvious benefits, 

we’re here after all, but it also comes with baggage. Wouldn’t it be 

nice to stop handing that baggage down to the next generation.

Our comfortable western world is now one of easily obtained instant 

gratification. We are not giving our children the best start. 

Avoiding the obvious.  

Many people avoid using behavioural science to make a difference 

because it grates with our evolutionary instinct. Most can see the 

logic, but only a few can live with delayed gratification. Those who  

do can be massively successful.   

• The sportsman who gets up at 5am every morning to train.  

•  The CEO who relentlessly invests her time and effort to coach  
her direct reports. 

•  The parent who responds in a purposeful nurturing way  
with every interaction with his child.  

•  The student who stays in to study for her exams instead  
of partying every night.  

It definitely makes sense. We can see the logic, but we can also see 

the effort.  

I understand that I can extend my life span by eating healthier and 

drinking less alcohol but I’m programmed for instant gratification: 

seeking out reinforcement and enjoyment wherever I can. Research on 

happiness shows us that we don’t really judge happiness on the 

experiences of the day-to-day; we judge happiness on a few 

important memories yet, I seek to get as much out of each day as  

I can.  
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So is it a case of waiting for evolution to catch up or can we learn to 

delay gratification, practice resistance and condition ourselves to live 

with chastisement so that we may break our evolutionary 

programming. Or is there another way?  

Well, I think there is. 

The power of social pressure and social norms. 

Social norms are the rules of behaviour that are considered 

acceptable in a group or society. People who do not follow these 

norms may be shunned or feel left out and nobody likes that. In fact in   

the past exile from the tribe would almost certainly have meant death.  

There is no denying the fact that every so often things happen that 

buck the trend, confounding current norms. All of a sudden, 

something becomes cool, sought-after, desired even; because a   

few influential people adopt and support the slightly nerdy approach, 

off-the-wall design, counter-intuitive methodology, weird product or 

whatever.   

The human desire for inclusion could be our saviour. If we get the 

application of behavioural science to the tipping point then social 

pressure would take over and others would follow suit because it 

would be reinforcing to be part of that crowd. Malcolm Gladwell   

talks compellingly about this subject in his book The Tipping Point.

But where do we start? How can we create a social epidemic that 

encourages the use of evidence based improvement, supports 

delayed gratification and makes it reinforcing to use the techniques 

that we now know work so well?  

Well this is what we are going to explore. We are going to examine 

how we can create new norms. Social norms that will benefit you, your 

team, your safety and your career. 



Things to think about and do...

1. Search “behavioural science” behaviourism and anything  
  else you’ve found interesting so far. What did you find  
 out?

2.  What did you think about the ‘nurture effect’? How might 
this be applicable to your work environment.  
www.nurtureeffect.com 

3.  Social norms what do you think?

4.  What sort of things do you resist or not do today in order 
to benefit you in the future?

5.  Can you give an example of something that you put more 
effort into than those around you? 

6. How about the converse? Can you give an example in  
 which someone invests more effort than you?

  
1.
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3.

4.

2.



5.

6.

Which table is longest?
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CHAPTER 3
Behavioural pinpointing. 
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Behavioural pinpointing. 

This is such an important part of behavioural science that it gets  

its own chapter. 

A behaviour in behavioural science terms is what we say and do;  

it is an observable action either physical or verbal. 

Saying hello to a work colleague is a behaviour. Crossing the road  

is a behaviour. Using a drill is a behaviour. Typing on a keyboard is  

a behaviour. There are thousands of behaviours happening every  

day. You are performing thousands of behaviours every day. 

Behaviours are objective; they are actual, factual actions. We do  

not entertain subjectivity in behavioural science. 

Everything that an individual does can be measured. What time they 

turn up for work, how many steps they take to go from the kitchen to 

the bathroom, how many times they arrive after the start time for a 

meeting. Everything we do can be measured, yet we hardly measure 

any of it.

We call this pinpointing a behaviour; describing exactly what we  

or someone else is doing so that there is no ambiguity or subjectivity.  

We should describe it in a way that could not be disputed by either 

the observer or the performer.

When we talk about behaviour we should be talking in a way that any 

other person would understand, very precisely.

   

We do not entertain subjectivity in science.
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Happy with your answers? Let’s see how you did.

Have a practice - please write what the behaviour is next  

to each picture. 

1.

2.

3.
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How did you do? How’s your pinpointing? If your description of  

these behaviours was pinpointed, it should have been like this...

 

 1   Making two fists, arms up, teeth showing, furrowed brow.

 2  Right hand on forehead, mouth closed and head slightly  
down.

 3   Thumbs up on both hands, big smile, eyebrows raised.

If you described the behaviours as, ‘angry,’ ‘sad’ and ‘happy,’ or 

something similar, then you are using what we call labels. Labels  

are subjective and are open to interpretation. In order for this  

to be scientific, our description of what someone is doing needs  

to be as exact as we can make it. Pinpointing helps us set clear 

expectations and direction. Speaking factually improves the 

effectiveness of communication and feedback.

When we describe someone, or what someone is doing we often use 

labels; “he’s lazy”, “she is working unsafely”, “he’s dishonest”, “he’s 

aggressive” and “she’s hard working”. None of these are behaviours. 

We generally know what is meant when a person is described like this 

but these labels are open to interpretation. The person who you call 

‘Lazy’ could refute the label; “I spend ten hours here every day!” but 

could they disagree with you if you pointed out to them how many 

hours they spend on Facebook?

1. 2. 3.



Practice some more pinpointing - Have a look around you. Can you 

describe someone’s behaviour in a pinpointed and exact way? 

Where could you practice this?

Write down some behaviours here...

Q - A taxi driver is going the wrong way down 
one way street. He passes 12 cops but doesn’t 
get arrested. Why?
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There is always a behaviour happening. An individual is always  

doing something, (YOU are always doing something). Even sleep  

is a behaviour. There are 24 hours in a day and for every moment of 

every day we are performing some kind of action. When describing  

a person’s behaviour you should say what they are doing; don’t just  

complain about what they are not doing. This helps us to understand 

the context and to see the behaviours that are being supported by  

the environment.  

In business, and perhaps home too, we have a propensity towards 

saying what people are not doing, especially when we might be 

frustrated that progress isn’t being made. However, it is not helpful  

to simply say, ‘Mark didn’t turn up for the meeting.’ This does not  

help us to understand what Mark was actually doing at the time the 

meeting was held. Mark not turning up for the meeting is therefore 

not a behaviour because Mark is actually doing something at   

that time. 

Pinpointing a behaviour sounds really simple, just say what you see 

right? Well, it is a simple task but becoming fluent, making it your 

default response takes practise. Over the years you have been 

conditioned to use labels, to talk and describe things in labels; to use 

general, subjective terms. Why? Because it’s quicker! You have been 

conditioned so well that you will find it difficult to break out of   

this habit. 

There is always a behaviour happening...

A - The taxi driver is walking.
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For a behaviour to be pinpointed... 

• You must be able to observe it (see or hear it).

• You must be able to measure it.

• If someone was with you, they would have to agree with your  
 description.

• It must be active. Not doing something is not a behaviour.

Please practise pinpointing and challenge labels at every opportunity. 

Observe day to day behaviours, the things that are said and done, 

write them down read it back, are they pinpointed? The more you do 

this, the better at it you will become. 

Being able to pinpoint behaviour and describe exactly 
what you want someone to do is a fundamental skill that 
will improve your communication.

When we design an environment, a business or a home, it is vital to be 

able to pinpoint correctly in order to get more of the behaviours that 

we want and less of those that we don’t.
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Things to do and think about...

1.   Why do you think we use labels more than we use 
pinpointed behaviours? 

2. Why might the use of labels, instead of pinpointing  
 exact behaviours be detrimental in business and health  
 and safety? 

3.  Can you think of any other advantages of using labels 
instead of pinpointing behaviours? 

4.  What are the advantages of describing behaviours  
in a pinpointed way? 

1.

How many triangles can you see?



2.

3.

4.
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CHAPTER 4
How you operate.
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How you operate.

In this chapter we will look at -

• Operating on the environment. 

• How we are all different.

• You are the sum of your experiences.

• Things that affect you and your character.

• Just think differently.

• How others affect you.
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Operating on the environment. 

There are many things to take into consideration when we look  

at how we operate as individuals. 

By operate, I mean the things that we do and say. Are they just a 

random collection of actions or are they determined and predictable? 

One of the most significant findings of behavioural science is that  

we all operate on our environment. Our physical and verbal behaviours 

are instigated by the things that happen immediately around us.  

Think of it this way. You are a processor: you are constantly receiving 

input from your environment. The information you take in either 

supports your current action or encourages you to do a new action.  

There are many things around you but only a few of those things  

are relevant at any one time. It all depends upon the context. What 

you are trying to achieve at a specific moment in time determines the 

usefulness of the things in the environment around you. 

Behaviour doesn’t happen in a vacuum, it is intrinsically linked to the 

environment around you. 

Behaviour and the environment are intertwined.
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For example; you want to wash your hands, you look for a tap, you see 

a tap; you go to turn on the tap.  

So, the tap is only of use, when you want to wash your hands (or want 

water.) And there has to be a tap there, for you to go to turn on the 

tap. The existence of the tap, and you noticing it, precedes the action 

of turning it on.  

Now what happens next is critical, if you get what you want when you 

turn on the tap, (water) you will wash your hands. However, if you turn 

on the tap and nothing happens, you obviously do not get what you 

want and your intended hand washing behaviour does not happen. 

More importantly, your behaviour will change, you will not stand there 

for very long before you either try turning the tap more, hitting it,  

or moving to another sink.  

The point is behaviour happens because of the things in the local 

environment. For every behaviour there is something that... 

a) immediately precedes the behaviour and 

c) instantly support the behaviour with the result that we want.  

What about “b”?

Context: Need to wash hands
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I used “a” and “c” because “b” is the behaviour. “a” goes before a 

behaviour, “b” is the behaviour and “c” is what comes after. There  

is another reason for using “a” and “c” but we’ll cover that later.  

Here’s another example...

I am at my office and my colleague asks me, “Bob, would you like  

a cup of coffee?” I reply, “yes, I’d love one, thanks.” 

If we look at my behaviour of replying “yes, I’d love one, thanks,”  

the preceding prompt is my colleague’s behaviour of asking me.  

In this example, what is supporting my behaviour of saying "yes, I’d 

love one, thanks?" 

tap wash hands clean hands

Context: Need to wash hands
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Well, there are a couple of things; it would be socially awkward to say 

nothing and I know that if I respond “yes” he will make me a cup of 

coffee, the same as he has done in the past. 

Consider this though; if I replied "yes, I’d love one, thanks," and he 

returned with an acrid cup of tar, would I be so quick to reply the 

same way the next time he asked?

No, probably not. So, as with the tap example, my behaviour  

is based on two things, 

a) the preceding prompt and... 

c) my expectation of success being confident that I will get what I 
want. 

Remember the context. If my colleague offers me coffee that I neither 

want nor need (or that I know will be disgusting) then the behaviour 

of saying “Yes” will not happen. We perform thousands of behaviours 

every day and they are all products of the things in our immediate 

environment coupled with whatever we are trying to achieve at that 

moment; our context.  

All our actions, at home and at work, are determined like this.   

All behaviours associated with a project happen because of these 

interactions; something happens before the behaviour and something 

happens just after. This applies as much to the moon landings and the 

building of the pyramids as it does to making scrambled eggs on 

toast. Everything that has been achieved by humanity has happened 

in this way. 

Your behaviour is a product of the prompts and 
feedback from your environment at that precise  
moment in time.
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So why might the people in a group within an environment behave 

differently from one and other? Why do we sometimes look at some 

people and wonder why they did what they did? We might even say 

to ourselves: "I would never have done that if I were them!" Well, that’s 

the point isn’t it? You're not them, you are you! Let’s focus on you for 

the moment and we’ll look at them later.   

How we are all different.

All the behaviours of all the humans on earth are a product of that 

which is around them: we all conform to the same set of rules 

regarding our behaviour. Despite this we are all unique with individual 

tastes, likes and dislikes. 

Our preferences are influenced in two main ways; by our DNA - who 

we are - and by the things we have experienced in our life so far.  

Your DNA is the result of all your ancestors passing on specific genes 

throughout your lineage and it is unique to you. There is in fact a one 

in 400 trillion chance that you are who you are. 

The genes you have were passed down your ancestral line due to who 

survived and was able to reproduce. So a certain amount of who you 

are represents your ancestor's preferences. There is nothing much you 

can do about your genetic make-up.

Interesting note! Research does show that some genes can be 

switched on or off depending upon what you experience. For more 

information on this topic please follow this link: 

http://bit.ly/1L2XoeW  Gene – environment interaction
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You are the sum of your experiences. 
(and your genes, which are just your ancestors’ experiences)  

Your brain, your processor is programmable. It is forever being 

programmed, re-programmed, updated and added to. It is malleable, 

especially during childhood, but even during adulthood it is changing 

and adapting.  

Everything you experience creates new or strengthens existing neural 

pathways. Your physical brain structure literally changes due to what 

you experience and the feedback that you receive from your 

surroundings, (including other people’s behaviour), and more 

importantly from the results that you get from your actions.  

Your experiences strengthen or weaken your preferences, skills and 

abilities. You can enhance your ability by experiencing more of what 

you are trying to improve. We accept that this applies to mastering  

a sport or musical instrument but few of us use this philosophy of 

purposeful exposure to experience for management or leadership 

improvement. 

So, people respond differently to you because their processor is 

different, because they have experienced different things to you.  

They have different neural pathways and genes. 

Even siblings and twins can end up quite different. From a very early 

age, they start to mix with different people, peer groups and friends. 

They experience different things and therefore develop their own 

preferences. So although they often retain similar characteristics they 

grow into individuals.

When designing an environment you can never be sure how someone 

will behave until you observe them. Two people can be exposed the 

same stimulus and react differently. You might have to observe them  

a number of times before you can be confident that they will act in a 

way that lines up with what you expect.  
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Think about the collection of individuals that you work with. Think 

about all the different evolutionary preferences that have been passed 

down to them and consider all of their unique experiences. 

None of them are the same; even if they grew up in the same home. 

We’re all individuals yet we expect everyone to behave in a similar 

way, to adhere to the same rules, procedures and instructions. We 

won’t and we don’t. We are all different, with individual characteristics. 

We have our own unique character.  Of course we’re individuals, this is 

obvious, but if we know this stuff why aren’t we using it? Why do we 

try and manage people as though everyone will behave in the same 

way?

A consistent standardised approach to managing people will get you 

inconsistent results. An inconsistent, tailored approach specific to the 

individual will get you closer to consistent results. We don’t do this 

because it takes time and effort but it would be better to get to know 

people as individuals and treat them as they would like to be treated.
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Things that affect you and your character.

Your behaviour will fluctuate within a spectrum of norms. Your ability 

to process information and to then act can be affected in different 

ways; it can be impaired or it can be enhanced.

A simple example is how alcohol affects your processing. You will have 

experienced either yourself or someone else behaving differently 

when under the influence of alcohol.  

This seems obvious, but it’s not just alcohol, there are some less 

obvious conditions that affect our processing ability and change the 

way we operate on the environment. Here are just a few...

• Emotion.

• Mood. 

• Stress. 

• Illness. 

• Fatigue. 

• Stimulants.

• Love. 

• Hunger

It is unlikely that the performer will be completely aware of the full 

impact these conditions have on our behaviour in the moment 

however it will often be obvious to the people around us.
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Some of these conditions, like hunger, can have a temporary effect on 

our behaviour but some, like stress can have a permanent effect. It has 

been shown that prolonged exposure to stress can actually rewire  

the brain.  

Here is a link to an article on the way stress can damage the brain.

http://bit.ly/1ba5IIN  

Reflect on your own behaviours for a moment. Can you think of a 

situation in which you said or did something that was slightly out of 

character? Perhaps you snapped at your spouse or child in response 

to a legitimate question. You were more focused and alert or you 

forgot your bank pin number. Maybe you said something hurtful? 

What conditions might have affected these “out of character” 

reactions? 

In short, your character, your base operating mode, can be affected by 

some conditions that you can control quite easily and others that you 

cannot. Being aware of this can make all the difference.
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Just think differently, right? 

We tend to think that people do things of their own volition,  

because of their attitude or because of their beliefs. We think we can 

change how someone behaves by persuading them to think 

differently. Think differently and you will act differently. If only it were 

that simple! You can’t just think differently, well, not just like that. As 

we've explored; the way you think, is a product of all of your 

experiences and your genetics.   

A lot of what we do is not really thought about at all, it is automatic; 

instinctive. I’m not talking about breathing or pumping hearts; I’m 

talking about the reaction to a dog running out in front of your car, 

the smile you give back to a stranger, the automatic thanks you give 

to the barista serving your coffee or the affirmative response you 

might give to your boss when she asks if you can meet that deadline. 

We often act with instinct before thought. Our instinct is an automatic 

reaction to the environment; sometimes instinct serves us well, but 

other times it does not!

My friend Pete Jarman and I are having coffee in 
Paddington Station. A construction worker walked past me. 
On the back of his vest he had, in big print, ‘Think Safely; 
Act Safely.’ Again, if only it were that simple!   
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Instinct serves us well if we have experience and expertise in the area 

that we are feeling instinctive about. But if we don’t have the 

experience, our instinct can let us down.  

Here’s a test: A bat and ball cost £1.10 together,  
the bat costs £1.00 more than the ball, how much  
does the ball cost?  

What did you instinctively answer? 10p? If you did, you were wrong, 

your instinct failed you. Keep working at it. 

Our day to day actions are mostly automatic; our responses to 

situations, including conversations, have been honed and shaped  

over many years to the point where we don’t have to think about 

them. We don’t have to think about how to walk, how to open a door, 

how to drive a car; we know, instinctively what to do. We had to learn 

these skills at the start but once learnt and practiced to a point of 

fluency they became second nature. 

The ball costs 5 pence
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We learn to respond to certain situations in a particular way. A lot      

of the time we are not actually thinking about what we are doing.   

By thinking I mean, actively calculating how we should respond  

including predicting what will happen when we do respond. This is 

true for many of our behaviours, how we respond in conversations, 

how we respond at work or at home.

Asking someone to think differently when most of what we do on a 

daily basis is not thunk [sic] is very unlikely to have any impact on a 

person’s behaviour yet many a company procedure and initiative is 

built on this false premise. 

From the written warning as part of a disciplinary, to the plea of Think 

Safely at the company road show, we think that we can ask someone 

to just think and therefore do things differently but this is not how we 

are wired.

We are capable of changing how we think but rarely after just one 

event and certainly not just because someone asks or tells us too. It’s 

not because we don’t want to, it’s because we can’t. Asking someone 

to think differently is like asking them to speak French when the only 

speak English. 

Thinking differently to act differently takes time, practice, regular 

exposure to new stimuli and reinforcement that supports the new 

desired behaviours. 
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How others affect you (and how you affect them).

Although we can’t just ask someone to think differently and expect 

results, other people’s behaviour can and often will effect what you do 

and it can also shape your opinions and beliefs. 

Firstly, let’s look at how someone’s behaviour can be a trigger for  

your behaviour. A colleague says ‘hello’ as you walk past, you respond 

and they have elicited a behaviour from you. Even if you choose not to 

reply they have eliciting a behaviour from you (you walked by without 

saying anything, walking is an active behaviour). They have done 

something, they have put something into your environment. Damn 

them and their manipulative ways. 

Your friends and family influence your behaviour, just as you influence 

theirs; how much they eat, how much they exercise, how much 

television they watch, what they drink, how much and how often they 

drink, whether they smoke or not. You should choose your friends 

very carefully. 

http://huff.to/1IIBsUe  Your friends influence you.

Secondly, those around you can influence your opinions. Research has 

shown that our opinions will change depending on who we spend 

time with, at work, home and socially. 

Search - "Cognitive bias"

Our opinions are formed by what we hear others say and what we see 

them do. We look for confirmation of our beliefs in others, seeking out 

complimentary perspectives to affirm and reaffirm our beliefs and 

cast aside comments and facts that don’t sit well with our dogmas. 

We gravitate towards people who have a similar take on life as us 

forming groups that reinforce our biased view. This ‘confirmation bias' 

creates bubbles of opinion that inform our decision making and 

behaviour. The more we hear things we like, the more we believe them 

to be true.
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Our opinions can also change to match another’s if the person giving 

us their opinion appears professional, knowledgeable and likeable. The 

‘Halo Effect’ described in 1920 by Edward Thorndike showed us that a 

person of high standing will give us more confidence because of the 

position they hold. Verbal behaviour from someone influential will 

support our biases.

Verbal behaviour that attacks beliefs can elicit defensive and 

emotional responses, powerfully effecting the performers ability to 

process the environment. What you say to someone can affect their 

emotions and therefore their processing ability. If your verbal 

behaviour triggers an emotional response in someone, they may not 

be able to process their environment as effectively as they normally 

would. It can also become difficult to see the other person's viewpoint 

objectively. 

Do not underestimate the power of verbal behaviour. Words have the 

ability to fuel opinions, start revolutions and cultivate innovation. 

Every time we say something to someone we are creating new, or 

strengthening existing, neural pathways in our brain and also in theirs. 

Every time we say something to someone, we are providing a 

potential stimulus  for a behaviour. 

We should choose our words carefully, as everything we 
say changes the environment around us. 



BOOK #001  |  Behavioural Science for Business  |  65  

Let’s recap. 

• We are all different and unique, we all see things differently.  

• Our behaviours, our actions are triggered and supported  
 by the things around us, including other people’s behaviours. 

•  Our ability to process information from the environment  
can be affected by emotions, stress, fatigue and hunger and 
more. 

•  A lot of what we do, how we behave is instinctive and automatic. 
It is the product of years of learning and experience therefore we 
can’t just act or think differently. 

•  What you say to someone can affect their emotional state  
which in turn can affect how they process the environment.

 

Do you think all this sounds simple and obvious? The problem is that 

we are so good at it, at operating on the environment, that we don’t 

even realise it is happening or why. 
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Things to do and think about...

1.  You are the sum of all your experiences. Think about who 
you are today. What key moments from your past have 
shaped you? 

2.  Think of someone you know, are their opinions and beliefs 
different from yours? Why might this be?

3.  What are you doing just now? Can you observe yourself 
operating on the environment? What comes just before 
your behaviour and what do you get as a result of doing  
the behaviour?

4. You've just walked in to work. In the first five minutes of  
 your day what will others say or do that prompts your  
 behaviour?

5. Give examples of when your opinion has been effected by  
 the people around you? 

  

1.  



3.

2.  
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4.



5.   

Which of the two lines are longer?
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CHAPTER 5
Seeing others differently.
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Seeing others differently.

In this chapter we will look at - 

• Understanding others

• Getting to know someone

• Assumptions that can help you to understand

“Everyone has a responsibility to not only tolerate 
another person’s point of view, but also to accept  
it eagerly as a challenge to your own understanding.  
And express those challenges in terms of serving  
other people.” 

Arlo Guthrie
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Understanding others.

Now that you have an understanding of how you operate, what about 

others? How good are you at understanding other people’s 

behaviour?  

Empathy is the ability to understand and share the feelings of  

another. In behavioural science terms I define empathy as the ability  

to understand and share the performer’s interpretation of the 

consequences that lead to a behaviour.  

A lack of understanding of what drives behaviour can often result in  

a Fundamental Attribution Error. FAE is when we attribute an 

individual’s behaviour to an intrinsic quality rather than recognising 

the situational factors and external pressures on that individual. In 

other words, blaming the individual. We often fall into the trap of FAE 

at work, especially when someone breaks a rule or does something 

that we believe we might not have done.  

To even attempt to understand why others do what they do, we have 

to not only put ourselves in their shoes but we have to suspend our 

own belief system, preferences, conditioning and biases. This is not  

an easy thing to do.

We do not have the ability to know how or what someone else is 

thinking, but, we are able to see what they do and hear what they say. 

It is behaviour that we should examine when trying to understand 

someone. 

Behavioural science teaches us that there is a reason for every 

behaviour and that the behaviour was likely to happen in that situation. 

Therefore, the starting point when looking at someone else’s behaviour 

is that it was perfectly designed to happen in that environment. 
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So the environment and context delivered a perfect stage for the 

behaviour. If we look at the situational factors, the preceding events 

and the outcome that the performer expected to happen in the 

immediate context of the performance, we will be able to find the 

reason for that behaviour.  

Through observation we can ascertain what behaviours are supported 

by an environment however waiting to see what someone will do is 

OK unless you are trying to asses whether they work safely and the 

first thing they do results in their death. 

What I suggest we do with our understanding of behaviour  

is to try and predict what will happen in certain settings by designing  

an environment that supports the desired behaviours. 

The best way to predict your future is to create it.

Abraham Lincoln.
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We are all subject to the rules governing human behaviour and we  

are all individuals. Remember that your brain, your processor is 

programmed by your genes and shaped by your experiences. No 

other person is the same experientially or genetically. 

Your colleague has a processor too, but hers has been designed by 

her genes and all her experiences, which of course are completely 

different from yours. 

Take a look at the person next to you or the next person you see.  

Look at them and consider their ancestral lineage; look at them  

and wonder what they have been exposed to in their life so far.  

What might they have experienced as a child that shaped who they 

are today? 

You have no way of knowing of course? You could ask them, but even 

then, you wouldn’t get the full picture. What you can do though is 

appreciate that they most probably see the world slightly differently 

from you, they have different preferences to you, some will be the 

same, some different, and that’s OK! 

There is no shortcut to understanding someone. We can spend time 

with people and get to know them and the more time we invest the 

better our understanding will be but we can never fully know them. If 

we accept that our experiences continually change us then we must 

accept the same of others. 

Regardless of our many differences, influences and preferences it  

is the point at which we interface with the environment that 

fundamentally determines our behaviour.
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Getting to know someone.

It definitely helps to know the people in your team. You count on them 

to deliver results every day and when you know them well enough  

you can design an environment that will provide them with the right 

amount of reinforcement to support all the behaviours required to get 

these results.

As I mentioned earlier, if you treat everyone the same you will end    

up with differing results but if you take a tailored approach to 

management, one that is specific to the individual’s needs and 

expectations, then you stand a better chance of getting the 

behaviours you need. 

But how do you really get to know what floats someone’s boat? You 

couldn’t possibly analyse all their experiences and figure out all their 

preferences. I’ve only just said that there is no shortcut to 

understanding someone; or is there? What if I’m wrong?
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Personality profiling has been around for some time now, a lot of the 

theory stems from the work of Swiss psychiatrist Carl Jung who 

founded analytical psychology around the central concept of 

individualism. Jung most famously developed the idea of extroversion 

and introversion; a concept that has shaped many models of 

personality testing such as Myers-Briggs and the Big Five model. 

Personality tests claim to be able to classify personality types by 

asking a number of questions designed to measure preferences. 

Companies use these tests as part of a programme to ‘understand’ 

their employees, give employees an understanding of themselves or 

to select individuals for new roles. They divide people up based on the 

results and choose a representative sample from each category. 

This all sounds like good theory if you want to build a diverse team:  

a strategic thinker, a detailed driver, a good communicator and so on. 

There are however a number of problems with this approach to team 

selection. From a behavioural science point of view these personality 

types are a collection of subjective labels, broad enough to resonate 

and charming enough to captivate, yet with no real substance; much 

like horoscopes. They do nothing to describe, in pinpointed language, 

the behaviours that would give an understanding of the role or the 

qualities of the team member. 

Then there is the question of credibility and reliability. Even 

psychologists who may once have given credence to personality 

profiling have long since abandoned tests like Myers-Briggs. "There's 

just no evidence behind it," says Adam Grant, an organizational 

psychologist at the University of Pennsylvania who's written about the 

shortcomings of Myers-Briggs. "The characteristics measured by the 

test have almost no predictive power on how happy you'll be in a 

situation, how you'll perform at your job, or how happy you'll be in 

your marriage." 

Extract from http://bit.ly/1qctoTH 
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My biggest problem with using personality tests to pick teams is that 

it is discriminatory. You can and often will get different results if you 

take these tests more than once. It is unfair that your employer should 

restrict your career based on the results of 93 quiz questions rather 

than the real results that you have generated thus far. 

Personality testing can be interesting and relatively harmless if you 

decide to take one. It can even be fun but you have to ask yourself; 

am I restricting my possibilities and narrowing my future if I accept 

these labels? 

I choose not to take these tests because I know that my personality  

is complex, I am neither introvert nor extrovert, but I can be introvert 

and extrovert depending on the situation. I can feel and think, be 

strategic and detailed. I am who I am but I am also capable of many 

things I haven’t even tried yet. 

My team and I are a collective of individuals. It is not right that I label 

them and restrict their choices. A leader’s role is to create a space 

where the impossible seems possible, where it is safe to experiment 

and explore, where it is OK to fail because that means you are trying 

new things. 

No, there is no shortcut. To be an effective leader you have to get to 

know someone and the best way to do this is by spending time with 

them. 
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Talk with them, listening to them and hear what they say. How are 

they saying it? Understand what they like and don’t like by recognising 

how they respond when you ask them to do things. Do they follow 

through on their promises; do they do what they say? Are they aware 

of their performance and how you see them? Do you give regular 

feedback and in turn ask for their opinions? 

What about outside of work? What is happening there? At some point 

we all experience difficult times, some more testing than others. Some 

say that in business you should leave your home life at the office 

door”; in reality that just doesn’t happen. We are all subject to the 

stresses and strains of life and knowing your team isn’t restricted to 

who they are in the workplace. 

As a manager of people or leader of a team you don’t need to be an 

agony aunt, you don’t really need to be a friend and you don’t even 

need to like them but you do need to make an effort to understand 

how they operate.

There is no one that sees the world exactly as you do. This being the 

same for all of us, how good are you at understanding other 

perspectives: seeing the world through another’s eyes?

“Seeing things from a different point of view can help  
us understand why other people act the way they do.  
We too often judge people without having all the facts.” 

Sean Covey
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5 Assumptions (that can help you to understand).

Although we are individuals the rules around behaviour and the 

reasons for our actions apply to all of us, therefore we can make 

certain assumptions when trying to predict why someone did what 

they did. 

The above is true of you too of course! 

1. They were trying to achieve something.  

2.  They perceived that by acting they would either get something 
they wanted or remove something they didn't want.

3. If they didn't act they perceived that if they had they may   
 have got something they didn't want or have lost    
 something they wanted to keep. 

4.  If they did something else instead of what you wanted them to 
do, their actions were more appealing to them than the 
behaviours you required.

5.  If something bad happened to them as a result of their 
behaviour they didn't think it would happen to them. 



Things to do and to think about...

1.  Have you experienced FAE, i.e. someone was blamed for 
something rather than their behaviour being understood  
as a product of the environment and their situation?

2.  What do you think about the statement that every 
behaviour happens for a reason? 

3. What are your thoughts on personality testing?  

4. How do you get to know the people that you work with  
 and are you good at seeing the world through their eyes? 

5.  Reflect on a time when someone did something that  
broke a rule or resulted in an incident or injury. Run  
it through the five assumptions. Does this help to see  
their behaviour differently? 

1.
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3.

2.

How many triangles can you see?



4.

5.
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CHAPTER 6
Thinking about what you would 

like to change. 
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Thinking about what you would like to change. 

Hopefully you are reading this book because you want to improve 

some sort of performance. 

In this chapter we will look at - 

• Pinpointing change.

• Pin down your problem.

• How do you know that what you want change is the right thing to  
 change? 

• What do you want instead?

Ideas are like paper planes - you never know exactly 
where they’ll go 
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Pinpointing change.

When people ask us what we do, we say that we help companies 

improve their performance through the application of behavioural 

science. Most respond with a puzzled look. Some just say, "oh, OK," 

and some, the more inquisitive, will ask "what is it?" and maybe "how 

do you know where to start?" This a good question. 

When you ask someone "what would you like to be different?", they 

often provide a vague or general answer. Ask someone in a business 

what could be better and they’ll say things like "communication", or 

"leadership". I don’t think that I have ever been in any company where 

everyone has been happy with communication. That’s because 

communication is subjective and personal. Unfortunately, subjective 

problems aren’t easy to improve.   

Behavioural change requires you to know what you want to be 

different and only works if you are pinpointed about what behaviour 

you want instead. Identifying the new behaviour is as important as 

describing the problem behaviour.
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When we help people change we start by asking what frustrates them. 

We get a lot of general answers (labels); rarely behaviours. A typical 

list might look like this –  

• Communication (of course).  

• People’s different interpretations of the rules.  

• People not taking responsibility.

• Procedures are long, voluminous and not easy to read.

• Last minute requests for information.

• Picking up things that others should have picked up.  

• Lack of positive feedback.  

• Silo working.  

By now I'd hope you'd see the problem with this kind of list; it is very 

subjective. It could be any workplace anywhere and it doesn’t actually 

say what is wrong. However, it’s an OK place to start. 

To improve something, you have to know specifically what you want 

to improve. You have to understand what it is you want instead of 

what you are getting just now. You also have to be motivated enough 

to change it in the first place - motivation is a subject we’ll come on  

to a bit later. 

To help people get to a more specific place, we ask for examples of 

their frustration and to expand on what they mean. Doing this can 

then help to get to a more specific frustration or a more pinpointed 

dysfunctional behaviour.  
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Pin down your problem.

Try it for yourself here. At the top write a frustration of yours; it can be 

at work or at home. Start broadly at level 1, as you move down the 

page try to be increasingly pinpointed as you describe your problem. 

Our example  Your example

Communication.

I get too many emails.

I get 100 emails a day.

People email me instead 
of speaking to me.

John emails me when  
he sits just next to me. 

1

3

4

5

2
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How do you know that what you want  
to change is the right thing to change?  

Once you get good at applying behavioural science you can influence 

almost anything you want. So how do you know that what you are 

improving is the right thing to improve? What is the right area to 

target? Are you trying to get someone to comply with a company  

rule that isn’t actually adding value or are you trying to get someone  

to do something that makes your life easier but isn’t actually good  

for the overall purpose of the business. These aren’t easy questions  

to answer, but they should be asked nonetheless.  

Most policies, procedures, rules and requirements are made with 

good intention, however, some of this good intention can get lost  

during implementation and the impact is not what was intended.

Large companies are full of examples of well intentioned policies that 

have led to lots of form filling or information gathering but add little 

value to the main purpose of the company. Good intentions can have 

unintended consequences.  

Some examples of these may include...

 Intention 

Provides feedback  
and support for further 
development of an 
employee. Provides             
a record of annual 
performance.  

 Unintended consequences 

Mad rush to complete by the  
year-end deadline; something 
that neither the boss nor  
the subordinate looks forward 
to. Provides a record of 
performance for the last 
couple of weeks or month. 
Based on opinion.     

Annual performance reviews 
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 Intention 

To provide the board with 
information relevant to the 
performance of the 
company in order to allow 
supportive advice, 
decisions and assist with 
governance.   

 Intention 

Supervisors and operatives 
are encouraged to 
recognise unsafe conditions 
and to rectify them through 
corrective feedback and 
action.   

 Unintended consequences 

Leaders ask managers for 
information and mitigation, 
managers ask supervisors for 
information and mitigation. 
Supervisors provide enough 
information to not get 
punished, managers provide 
enough information to not get 
punished. Board receive a 
tailored view of performance.       

 Unintended consequences 

Supervisors ask operatives to 
report near misses to reach 
the monthly quota. Operative 
adjusts behaviour only when 
being observed.       

Near miss reporting and observations

Information for board report 
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Can think of any examples of well intentioned policies that have 

unintended consequences?

Intention Unintended Consequence
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What do you want instead?

It is easier to comment on what is wrong rather than to offer solutions. 

It is easier to spot something you don’t like. It is easier to criticise.  

This is just basic natural programming. We spot things that stand out, 

things that go against what we regard as normal but we are not very 

good at describing what should happen instead.  

Describing what we want to happen instead in a pinpointed way is 

difficult because we might not be an expert in that area. We know 

what we see is not what we want, or not quite right, but when it 

comes to saying what should happen instead, we are often stumped.  

Identifying the difference between what you expect and what you get 

is a critical step in the change process. 

These questions help you figure out the difference between intention 

and consequence... 

1. Revisit what was intended. 
 
  a) Refer to the procedure, instruction, training, 

or consult an expert in that field. 
 
b) Make sure the description of what was intended  
to happen is pinpointed.  

2. Observe what is actually happening. Pinpoint the behaviours. 

3.  Measure the difference, i.e. note which bits are working  
(what desired behaviours are happening) as intended,  
and which bits aren’t.  

4. Compare planned or desired v’s actual.   
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Things to do and to think about...

1. What do you want to improve?

2. Can you describe it in a pinpointed way? 

3.  What do you want to happen instead?

4. Can you describe it in a pinpointed way? 

5.  How would this improvement benefit you and the 
business?   

1.

2.

Figure out the popular phrase



3.

4.

5.
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CHAPTER 7
Performance.
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Performance.

In this chapter we will look at - 

• Management by Objective.

• Scientific Performance Management. 

• The Consequence Chain.

• How To Make Behaviour More Likely.
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Management by objective

The principle of any science is to get results through experimentation: 

To try something, measure what happened, and see what it delivered. 

If it delivered what you wanted, great, try it again and see if you can 

replicate your results; and if it didn’t deliver what you wanted, try 

something different. Experiment with what you say and what you do. 

Gather data on what you do over time to see if you are affecting 

change.

Management by objectives was a phrase that I first heard in 2007. At 

that time I headed up a department of seven. Each person had a 

slightly different role and each had a different way of working. 

Management by objectives was a term coined by Peter Drucker, the 

Austrian-born American management consultant, educator, and 

author, whose writings contributed to the philosophical and practical 

foundations of the modern business corporation. It simply refers to an 

objective approach to management that helps to provide focus to 

those being managed. 

http://www.economist.com/node/14299761 

For example, you agree with those you manage some objectives that 

need to be fulfilled that week or month. You discuss with them the 

tasks that they can do to deliver the objectives. You gauge their 

understanding of these tasks and objectives. They agree to do the 

tasks to a timescale worked out by them and suited to you. You then 

measure their achievement or otherwise, in relation to the completion 

of the tasks and the adherence to timescale. 

You very quickly get good data on whether those whom you manage 

can achieve what they are agreeing to do. By setting expectations 

then measuring performance you are able to give feedback to the 

individual on their performance. This is also an opportunity to give 

encouragement and support when the desired behaviours happen.
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But what happens if your member of staff doesn’t complete the task 

that they agreed to? What do you do then? Do you resort to discipline 

and some sort of threat to motivate them to comply? Some people 

would say: Yes, if that person agreed to do something and then didn’t, 

they should be disciplined. 

If you subscribe to that viewpoint, then you have fallen foul of 

Fundamental Attribution Error. 

If your data tells you that one of your staff is not able to achieve a 

number of objectives that have been agreed to, all you have is that 

data. You don’t, at this stage, know why they didn’t achieve what you 

and they expected to achieve. Remember, there is a reason for every 

behaviour, and there is a reason why a behaviour does not occur.

Scientific performance management. 

For a number of years now, we have had the pleasure of knowing Dr 

Ryan Olson. (Scientist at Oregon Institute of Occupational Health 

Sciences, and Assistant Professor at OHSU-PSU School of Public 

Health). Dr Olson’s research is focused on safety and health for lone 

workers, and on behavioural self-management methods. He also 

devised the Performance Equation to help understand and evaluate 

employee and individual performance. 

The equation basically goes like this: An individual’s performance is 

equal to their ability and their motivation without obstacle for either. 

Performance = (Ability + Motivation) – Obstacles
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Performance - Is the task, behaviour, objective, purpose. It is the thing 

that is trying to be achieved by the Performer or a group of 

performers.

Ability – Is the individual or group’s capacity to do the job required. 

Does the individual have the necessary knowledge and skill level 

required to do his or her daily tasks? Have they been provided with 

the appropriate training? Do they get the appropriate support and 

on-going coaching? Does the company have adequate resource and is 

there enough time allowed to complete tasks?  

Motivation – Is linked to feedback and reinforcement. Does the 

individual enjoy the job they do? Do they look forward to going to 

work? Do they receive recognition for a job well done? Are they given 

regular feedback on performance? Are they asked for their opinion 

and feel valued as a member of the business? At work, an individual’s 

motivation will normally come from the task they are doing, their 

peers or their supervisor/boss.  

Obstacles (or the removal of obstacles) - Does the individual have the 

right tools to do the job well? Is their environment free from stressors 

and do they rarely get frustrated? Are there barriers to getting things 

done in the workplace? Are the procedures and processes simple? Is 

communication clear and effective? Are frustrations and distractions 

low? Is consistency high?

The performance equation is a really neat assessment tool. It can be 

used to work out why a behaviour didn’t occur. It can also be used to 

predict if a behaviour is likely to occur or not. 

If your staff member didn’t complete the task that they had agreed to 

do, a conversation can be had around the components of the 

performance equation, exploring each part to assess what was 

missing or in the way.



102  |  BOOK #001  |  Behavioural Science for Business

Let’s look at the task of changing a light bulb.

Changing a light bulb is the performance (the behaviour). 

Ability – Do I have the ability, the skills and the knowledge? Do I know 

how to change the light bulb?

Motivation – Am I sufficiently motivated (reinforced)? What’s in it for 

me? Do I need to change the light bulb or can I see what I am doing 

well enough without changing it? Will I get instructed to change it? 

Will I be encouraged to change it? Is changing the light bulb the right 

thing to do? 

Obstacles – What could get in the way of me changing the light bulb? 

Do I have a replacement bulb? Do I have a ladder to access the light? 

Do I have the right tools? Do I have the time to change the light bulb? 

It takes all three of these components to be suitably addressed for the 

performance to happen. If it doesn’t, this diagnostic tool [the 

performance equation] can help you identify where the issues, 

barriers or blockers, might be. 

Try It

Think of something that doesn’t happen as much as it should, or 

something that someone you manage or know agreed to do but 

didn’t. Which component was not addressed? 

1. Ability?

2. Motivation?

3. Obstacle?
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What do you want to happen that did not happen?

Are there any obstacles in the way, preventing or making it more 

difficult to do what you want to happen? Does the person have all the 

information they need? Do they have all the tools that they need at 

the point when they need them? Do they have the materials that they 

need? Do they have enough time? 

Do they have the ability to do what you are asking? Are they 

competent in the task? Are they fluent in the task? Have they done it 

before? Do they need assistance from others to complete the task? 

Does the person have the motivation? Is there a source of 

reinforcement, (support, need, encouragement, follow up etc.) for the 

desired behaviour? Has the person carrying out the task had previous 

reinforcement from you? Are they conditioned to know that if they do 

things that you have asked, you will be pleased and will acknowledge 

their efforts? 

What could you do differently to make the 
behaviour more likely to happen? 

There are many different descriptions of motivation. In this case we 

are talking about reinforcement: both (R) (-) and (R) (+). Motivation 

can be intrinsic or extrinsic as can reinforcement. 

Intrinsic motivation is what comes from within. We do something 

because we are internally motivated, either to get what we want 

(perhaps pleasure or happiness) or to avoid what we don’t want 

(perhaps guilt or fear). 

Extrinsic motivation is reinforcement exerted upon us from someone 

or something external. We do something to get what we want 

(perhaps praise or acknowledgement) or to avoid something we don’t 

want (perhaps threat or confrontation). 
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The consequence chain.

A consequence provider is a person who can provide a   

consequence to another. A manager is a consequence provider to 

those they manage. A supervisor is a consequence provider to those 

they supervise. A parent is a consequence provider to their children. 

The consequence chain refers to the chain of consequence providers.

Directors and senior management rely on the consequence chain to 

encourage (reinforce) the necessary behaviours that will deliver the 

required results. The environment for success or otherwise is created 

through the behaviours (what is said and done) at each level in the 

organisation.

The consequence chain is directly linked to motivation. The manager 

coaching and acknowledging the efforts of the supervisor; the 

supervisor coaching and acknowledging the efforts of the worker.  

This provides a succession of reinforcing consequences, creating 

strong, high-performing and motivated teams.

The worker’s efforts can be directly linked to the reinforcement 
received from the director if you track it back through the 

consequence chain. 

Some managers are better than others at offering the right  

coaching and reinforcement. They are better at creating an 

environment that drives the behaviours that they require, through 

support and acknowledgement. They offer advice and guidance  

but don’t micromanage. They are good at removing obstacles for  

The Performer. They are firm when they need to be but are not 

coercive. They create a nurturing environment that encourages 

independent thought and solution finding, whilst working within  

the company’s guidelines. They create certainty through behavioural 

integrity. It is a pleasure to work for these types of managers. 
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Some managers try to drive behaviours through threat and fear.  

They use coercive tactics on those they manage. They directly instruct 

and micromanage. The person they manage has to seek approval at 

every stage, so there is not much independent thought encouraged. 

The manager rarely gives acknowledgement of effort and often 

criticises the subordinate’s work. The manager may even jump the 

consequence chain and directly instruct or interfere with their 

subordinate’s employees. It is unpleasant and stressful to work  

for this type of manager. 

It is never a good idea to jump the consequence chain because  

it is there for a reason. Any attempt or action to undermine it results 

in frustration for the person being side-lined. Consistent jumping 

creates uncertainty and learned helplessness amongst the team. 

Jumping the chain may get short term results but it does not  

create sustainable improvement. 

Some managers may give very little support to those that they 

manage. They provide neither a coercive nor a nurturing environment 

for their employee. The employee rarely sees the manager and when 

he does it is more of a distraction than a help. The manager may be  

so busy with paperwork and ‘office’ tasks such as emails and meetings 

that they have little time to coach or support their staff. This may 

appeal to some workers who view it as being left alone to get the  

job done. However, the problem with this type of management is that 

it does nothing to purposefully nurture, shape, coach and condition 

those who are employed to produce results.
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This type of management is that it does nothing to purposefully 

nurture, shape, coach and condition those who are employed to 

produce results. This type of management leaves good performance 

to chance. Those who are good might remain good with no help from 

their manager, but those who need support to improve never seem to 

get it. 

There are of course more managerial types than just those mentioned 

above and a manager may fluctuate between these states depending 

upon the pressure they are under or support they are getting from 

their own manager.

We are still not very good at creating a consistent approach to 

coaching and support throughout the consequence chain. When we 

do, our organisation continues to improve. When we don’t, our 

organisation relies on good fortune and the good guys that we are 

lucky enough to have. 

‘Bringing Out the Best in People’ by Aubrey Daniels provides a 

fantastic insight into the use of positive reinforcement (R) (+) as a 

motivational management tool. It is a valuable read and worth 

revisiting many times.  

http://aubreydaniels.com/bringing-out-best-people-0 

The consequence chain and the behaviours of leaders and managers 

provide the key to motivation and therefore high performance 

however the consequence chain is also responsible for lack of 

motivation and therefore low performance.  

It takes effort to be an attentive nurturing parent. It takes effort to be 

an attentive nurturing leader, manager or supervisor. Our default is to 

take the easy route. To either concentrate on ourselves, or to react.    

To be a purposeful nurturing manager takes effort, motivation and 

reinforcement. Each of us needs these things in varying degrees.  

Leaders, managers and supervisors also need support and 

reinforcement for doing the right thing.  
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How to make behaviour more likely.

The performance equation is a great tool for trying to make behaviour 

more likely. If you can take one thing from reading about behavioural 

science and its application, it is the concept that you need to be doing 

something to make the behaviour that you want more likely. 

Sometimes, in the courses that we teach, we carry out an exercise 

where we give people simple scenarios like: Make it more likely that 

your child does their homework then we ask them to list everything 

and anything that they can do to make the output more likely to 

happen. 

When people do this, and really let themselves go, they come up with 

all sorts of things, mostly around positive reinforcement, for the child. 

If you were to categorise the suggestions, they usually fall into the 

component parts of the performance equation: ability, motivation or 

removal of obstacle. 

When we ask them to tackle a work scenario, like: ‘Make it more likely 

that your workers wear safety glasses’. The number of suggestions are 

less and mostly centre around negative reinforcement. We usually 

have to prompt a few times before they come up with supportive 

suggestions which is a shame, however, once they start to think about 

it differently they usually get there. 

The above exercise is a simple and very effective way to get people to 

think about all the other things they can do to achieve a result rather 

than just asking or shouting. This approach was developed for one of 

the UK behaviour conferences by Allison Reynolds, a brilliant 

consultant in applied behavioural science with whom we have the 

pleasure of working. 
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With a bit of attention, some effort, plenty of support, and an 

understanding of how we operate, we can create numerous high 

performing teams. However, we need the time, the reinforcement and 

the inclination to do so. High performing teams don’t just happen… 

Well, not often! They are created. You can create them too.

Here are some questions that you can ask when using the 

performance equation to help make behaviour more likely. 

1.  What are they trying to achieve, can you pinpoint the desired  
behaviour(s)?  

2. What do they need to achieve it?

3.  Will they have, what they need when they need it, i.e. tools, 
materials, information?

4.  Do they have the skills in order to do what they are being  
asked to do? 

5.  Do they have enough time to achieve what they are being  
asked to do? 

6. Will those around them support the desired behaviour? 

7. Could they achieve the same result by taking a short cut?

8. What’s in it for them to do it the way you are asking?

9.  Does the task itself provide enough natural reinforcement  
for it to be done in the way it should?

10.  Do you need to provide a source of reinforcement  
for the desired behaviour to happen? 
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1.

Things to do and think about...

1. Do you have data on those that you manage? How could  
 you get some? Who should you start with?

2. Try applying the performance equation to a behaviour that 
  isn’t happening at the moment. 

3. Which of the three managers described in the   
 consequence chain describes your manager and why? 

4. Which of the three managers described in the   
 consequence chain describes your management style and  
 would those you manage agree with you? 

5. Pick something that isn’t happening at the moment, how  
 could you make it more likely to happen? List everything  
 and then list more! 



2.

Remove six matches to leave ten
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4.

3.



5.
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CHAPTER 8
Consequences.
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Consequences.

In this chapter we will look at - 

• The environment.

• Consequences are in the eye of the receiver.

• An example of consequences in action. 

• Analysing behaviours. 
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The environment. 

As we have discussed previously we all operate on the environment. I 

am going to start to refer to the operator as the Performer. The 

Performer is the person doing, or performing, the behaviour. 

All our behaviours happen at a local level and are a product of the 

environment around us. The environment includes the local setting, 

the physical components and the behaviours of those who are in the 

setting at the same time as the Performer. 

The environment is local to the Performer who will experience many 

throughout the day. 

Our behaviour is a function of the environment that we are in at that 

specific moment in time. Without the prompts, stimulus and feedback 

from the environment, there would be no behaviour. 

Every behaviour is preceded by something in the local environment, 

and for every behaviour that is performed, we experience something 

that either encourages or discourages that behaviour from happening 

again. 

We call the things that happen before a behaviour: Antecedents. 

We call the things that happen after a behaviour: Consequences. 

We tend to think of consequences as something bad but in this case it 

can be anywhere on a spectrum of good to bad (determined by the 

performer). A consequence is just something that happens after a 

behaviour that informs the Performer of whether the behaviour was 

reinforcing or punishing. This makes the behaviour either more likely 

or less likely to occur in the future. A consequence happens after 

every behaviour.
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Antecedent – Something that happens before a behaviour that 

prompts that behaviour. This can be a stimulus such as another 

behaviour. It can be a cue, a signal or a condition that leads to a 

behaviour.

Behaviour – An observable act that someone does: verbal or physical. 

Consequence – What happens after a behaviour as a result of doing 

that behaviour. 

 

Consequences are in the eye of the receiver.

Earlier we covered the basic relationship between what we do 

(behaviour) and what we get (consequences). For example: wash 

hands, get clean hands. However, there is slightly more to it than this 

simplistic explanation. 

The consequences from behaviours can be different. A behaviour is 

performed and we either get what we expected or something we 

perhaps didn’t. But one thing is certain: we get feedback from each 

behaviour that we perform. 

This feedback loop from the behaviour comes in various forms. We 

either receive reinforcement, punishment or extinction (a lack of 

reinforcement) for our actions. 

 

 

Antecedent Behaviour Consequence

Something prompts a 

behaviour...

...that is happening right 

now...

...which provides a result 

that makes the behaviour 

more or less likely to 

occur in the future

Feedback loop
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It is The Performer who determines what type of consequence it is. 

We might believe that we are delivering reinforcement, but we are  

just delivering an action or a stimulus, and it is The Performer who   

will determine if it is reinforcing or punishing. 

The type of consequence is determined by                     
The Performer’s reaction to the feedback.  

If The Performer’s behaviour continues or increases, the feedback 

received from the behaviour is reinforcing. If The Performer’s 

behaviour stops or decreases, the consequence (feedback) is received 

as punishing. 

If The Performer stops receiving reinforcement from their actions and 

the behaviour decreases, we call this extinction. 

Reinforcement – An interpretation of feedback that the Performer 

receives at the time of the behaviour that results in the behaviour of 

continuing or increasing.    

Punishment – An interpretation of a consequence (feedback) that The 

Performer receives at the time of the behaviour that results in the 

behaviour decreasing or stopping.  

Extinction – The lack of any reinforcing feedback from The 

Performer’s behaviour that results in the behaviour decreasing. 

It is really important to note that we pay most attention to the 

consequences that happen immediately (at the time of the behaviour) 

and we pay very little attention to the consequences that happen 

after the behaviour.  

(The inexorable march of time)

Present

Certainty

Future

We pay attention to this!
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We also learn to pay attention to consequences that provide certainty. 

We gravitate towards certainty. We learn what (or who) we can trust 

from the feedback that we receive. Our behaviours are conditioned 

when we get consistent reliable feedback.

Conditioned – The accumulation of previously experienced 

consequences that informs and guides The Performer’s current 

preferences, actions and reactions (behaviours) in certain situations.

The type of consequence that drives (maintains or gets more of) our 

behaviour is reinforcement that happens at the time of the behaviour 

and which we are certain (through either past experience or 

prediction) is going to happen. The type of consequence that 

decreases or stops behaviour is punishment, that happens at the time 

of the behaviour and we are certain (through either past experience or 

prediction) that it would happen again. Whenever a behaviour stops, 

there is always another behaviour that immediately takes its place. 

We are never ‘not’ behaving (unless we are dead). This is worth 

remembering when you are trying to understand why someone isn’t 

doing what you want them to do. If the behaviour is not happening, 

there must be another behaviour in its place. The behaviour that is 

happening is more reinforcing to the Performer than the behaviour 

you asked for.  
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An example of consequences in action. 

I order an Americano from the coffee shop. My past experience tells 

me that I like Americanos better than Cappuccinos. I’m also 

experienced with this coffee shop and know that the coffee is good. 

These past experiences help to shape my decision (they also restrict 

my choices). 

The barista acknowledges my order (my behaviour of asking is 

reinforced). I then, after a short period, receive my coffee (my 

behaviour of waiting a short period has been reinforced). 

I taste my coffee and it is too hot, I burn my lip (I receive this as 

punishment – something I do not want but got). I do not try any more 

coffee at this time.

Even though I want the coffee now, I wait a period of time before 

trying it as my past behaviour informs me that this coffee is extremely 

hot, and as a consequence I avoid getting burnt (my behaviour of 

waiting is reinforced because I avoid getting burnt).

Now that my coffee has cooled down I take a sip. Mmmm, it tastes 

good (my behaviour of taking a sip is reinforced because I get what I 

want). 

(R) (+) and (R) (-)

You may have noticed that my behaviour of waiting (for the coffee to 

cool down) and also my behaviour of taking a sip were both 

reinforced, but one behaviour was to avoid something that I didn’t 

want, and the other was to get something that I did want. They are 

both reinforcement but the reason behind them is different. 
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The reason I waited for my coffee to cool was to avoid being burnt, or 

to remove the possibility of being burnt. The reason for sipping once 

the coffee is cooler is to get the good taste of my coffee. 

1. I avoid or remove something I don’t want.

2. I get something I do want. 

Both are reinforcing consequences: (R).

Number 1 is about the avoidance or removal of something that you 

don’t want, so we call this type of reinforcement: Negative or (R) (-). 

Number 2 is about getting or adding something that you do want,  

so we call this type of reinforcement: Positive or (R) (+). 

All behaviours that occur happen because of the consequence type: 
reinforcement. Our behaviour is either to get something that we want 

or to avoid something that we don’t want. Those are the basic rules 

around active behaviour. 

If my behaviour stops because I received something that I didn’t want, 

in this example a burnt lip, the consequence type is punishment. 

Punishment isn’t always pain or displeasure, other consequences  

that may be punishing can be things like: the perception of the action 

taking too much time, the perception of it being too much effort,  

the possibility of confrontation, to name but a few.  

By learning these rules, we can work out why people are doing what 

they are doing and why they are not doing what we would like them 

to do. There is a reason for every behaviour and it’s all down to 

reinforcement. 
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In summary. 

We will do things that give us more reinforcing consequences at the 

time of that behaviour. 

There are two types of reinforcing consequence 

1. We do something to get what we want: (R) (+)

2. We do something to avoid something we don’t want: (R) (-)

We will avoid things that may give us, or have given us in the past, 

punishing consequences at the time of the behaviour. 

If our behaviour decreases, stops or doesn’t happen we may have 

experienced a punishing consequence. Punishing consequences are 

anything that we experience as a result of a behaviour that we don’t 

want or like – real or perceived. It could be time, effort, fear of 

confrontation, pain, humiliation, etc. 

For every behaviour that doesn’t happen, there is a different 

behaviour happening instead. 

Behaviour
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Analysing behaviours. 

A manager comes into work and sits at his desk. He turns his 

computer on. He receives an email from his boss who is situated on 

the same floor as him. The email asks the manager to brief his 

department, a group of site supervisors, on the new company policy 

for drugs and alcohol, which is attached to the email. 

The manager’s boss also asks the manager to make sure his 

supervisors brief their respective operatives.

The manager forwards the email to the supervisors but does not brief 

them. The supervisors print off the policy and get the operatives to 

read and sign it, but do not brief them. 

Three days later, the boss asks the manager if the operatives and 

supervisors have been briefed, the manager replies, by email: ‘Yes’. 

 

 Instead of carrying out a briefing to the supervisors,  

what was the manager’s behaviour?

Why did the manager find this more reinforcing?



 

Which urinal would you choose?

Why might the manager find briefing his supervisors 

punishing? 

What could the boss do to make it more likely that the 

manager briefed the supervisors?

How could the manager have made it more likely that the 

supervisor briefed the operatives on this sensitive subject?
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Things to do and think about

1. Observe an active behaviour: What consequence did The  
 Performer receive as a result of that behaviour?

2. Identify a behaviour that you want to happen but isn’t  
 happening. What punishing consequences could be   
 perceived by The Performer for doing the behaviour you  
 are requesting?  

3. What preferences and behaviours of yours have been  
 conditioned over the years? For example: type of coffee,  
 wearing a seatbelt, the way you respond to a certain  
 situation. 

4. If a behaviour is happening: What type of consequence is  
 it? Reinforcement or Punishment?  

5. If a behaviour is not happening or has stopped: What type  
 of consequence might it be? Reinforcement or punishment? 

2.

1.



3.

4.

5.
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CHAPTER 9
Doing what you say you’ll do.
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Doing what you say you’ll do.

This chapter combines a talk on Behavioural Integrity by Dr John 

Austin with the behavioural concept of Rule Governed Behaviour. 

We will be looking at - 

• Behavioural Integrity. 

• Rule governed behaviour.

• The Scorpion and the frog.

• Impulsive behaviour.

• Purposeful Behaviour.

• Rewarding the loudest.

• Creating Rule Governed Behaviours (Strategy)
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Behavioural Integrity – Dr John Austin

Walk the talk, do what you say you’re going to do, practice what you 

preach, it’s long been known to be important in leadership, 

management and even parenting. But what does the science tell us?

Research tells us that a parent’s behaviour influences their child’s 

behaviour. (Obviously). A number of the reports that I came across 

when researching this subject were about health, and that healthy 

parents create healthy environments for their children. One study 

showed that, 48% of the kids who had overweight parents become 

overweight themselves, whereas only 13% of kids with normal weight 

parents became overweight. 

Yes, there will be a genetic component to this, but it’s been shown 

that your genes can be turned off or on, depending upon our 

experiences, our practices and the foods we eat. 

Other examples from studies showed that parents who ‘buckled-up’ in 

cars had kids who were more likely to buckle up when they had a 

choice. Parents who use corporal punishment were more likely to have 

kids who used corporal punishment when they grew up; even though 

there is overwhelming evidence that corporal punishment is not 

effective. Parents that read a lot to their kids and speak a lot to their 

children create kids that read earlier, do better at school and have 

better conversation and communication skills. 

What these studies show is how influential observable behaviours are. 

We gravitate to people’s actions more than we follow what people say. 

And if there is a conflict between what is said and done, we will most 

likely follow what is done rather than said. 

If our verbal behaviour, our words don’t match our actions, those 

around us are most likely to follow our actions rather than our words. 

This is not only true for parenting and in the household, it is also true 

in the workplace and for leadership too.  
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However, if our words do match our actions, we improve our 

‘behavioural integrity’. People see us as someone who means what 

they say, who’s words mean action, who’s words have integrity and 

this is massively powerful in leadership as well as parenting. 

It’s easy to tell if someone has high behavioural integrity. Did they do 

what they say they said they were going to do? Do their actions 

match their words? Do they keep their promises? 

At work, people will observe the most obvious behaviours of the 

leader. Do they show up to meetings on time, do the meetings end on 

time, do they return phone calls when they say they will? Do they hold 

themselves accountable to the same things they are holding their 

employees accountable to? 

These sound easy to observe, and in others they are but we are 

psychologically wired to notice inconsistencies in others but not in 

ourselves. In fact we notice more behavioural consistencies in 

ourselves whilst failing to notice them in others. We have a blind and 

conformation bias around behavioural integrity.

What does this mean to business? A recent study examined the 

relationship between stated corporate values and company 

profitability; they found that there was no relationship between these 

two things. They did however find that a culture of high behavioural 

integrity most often led to higher company profits.  

The research shows that when people observe someone operating 

with high behavioural integrity, it impacts their perception and 

behaviour in positive ways. They will perceive that person to be more 

honest, to be more competent and to trust their decisions and 

instructions more. 
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Behavioural integrity also extends to company policies. If your 

company says one thing in an induction but employees do something 

different and are allowed to do so, this creates a gap between ‘say; 

and ‘do’. It also makes it more likely that instructions from 

management are ignored or people choose which ones to abide by. 

For example, a contractor brings in a policy on wearing eye 

protection. The induction states that all those operating on site are to 

wear safety glasses. The new operative receives the induction then 

goes to work on site. To his surprise, only some of the people are 

wearing eye protection. To him, the company, the leader, the manager 

and the supervisor have just demonstrated that they say one thing but 

mean another. 

This is now no longer about safety glasses, this is about behavioural 

integrity. What other things do the company, the leader, the manager 

and the supervisor say that they don’t mean?

Behavioural integrity can be improved if we measure the gap between 

what we say and what we do and practice reducing the gap of 

uncertainty. 

Yes, this may seem obvious, but matching what you say to what you 

do takes practice as it does not always come naturally. The prize is 

improved results, improved teamwork and improved relationships. 

Rule governed behaviour.

Behavioural Integrity is about doing what you say you are going to do 

but sometimes this means sacrificing a short term benefit for a long 

term gain. Rule Governed Behaviour is a technique to help gain 

reinforcement from an action that is contingent upon the adherence 

to a rule, rather than the reinforcement of the alternative action that is 

perhaps more alluring.
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The Scorpion and the frog.

There was a scorpion and a frog. The scorpion decided that he 

wanted to move somewhere else as he wasn’t happy with where he 

lived. He trekked over hill and vale until he came across a big wide 

river. He looked up and down the river for a bridge because scorpions 

can’t swim of course. He couldn’t see one but what he did see was a 

frog.

He said to the frog “froggy will you take me across this river”. Now the 

frog’s no fool and he looks at the scorpion, at the curved tip of his 

stinger and oversized claws and says “eh scorpion, I think if I take you 

across that river you will sting me and as much as I’d like to help you I 

fear that I would die”.  The scorpion sighs, “ Froggy, I can’t swim so 

why would I sting you? We would both die”. The frog thinks about 

this, sees the logic and reluctantly agrees to take the scorpion across 

the river. Half way across the scorpion stings the frog. The frog turns 

to him and with his dying breath whispers “why?”. The scorpion, as 

they both sink into the water replies “sorry mate, it’s in my nature”.  

Impulsive behaviour.

This reactive behaviour is called Contingency Shaped Behaviour. It is 

behaviour learned directly as a result of experience which then 

becomes instinctive. Though it is animalistic, humans also have it 

within their nature to react instinctively but we also have the ability to 

choose our actions. 
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The opposite of Contingency Shaped Behaviour is something called 

Ruled Govern Behaviour. It is what sets our behaviour apart from that 

of animals.

Contingency Shaped Behaviour is extremely base, it’s those three 

rules of survival: eat, reproduce and runaway. Instinctive behaviour is 

what we use as children when we’re playing directly off the 

environment. We see something and react and respond instinctively. 

We learn by experience (burnt fingers) not to touch the hot kettle or 

we react almost instantaneously with a catch when somebody throws 

a ball at us, because otherwise we know, through experience that the 

ball may hit us in the face.

Contingency Shaped Behaviour is that kind of automatic, instinctive 

behaviour. It can also be referred to as impulsive behaviour. 

Though it can keep us safe and it’s what causes us to run when we see 

a tiger, there are also downsides to this impulsive behaviour. We may 

eat too much and drink too much because we react impulsively to 

cake and beer. How often do you make a conscious rational decision 

to eat more cake or drink another beer? How often is a slice of cake or 

a cold glass of beer presented to you and you’re half way finished 

before you think that maybe you really shouldn’t have? 

Sometimes we see cake, eat cake; we react. We are a victim of the 

environment. Sometimes we react to what we hear without really 

thinking about what it’s going to get us. Somebody shouts at us and 

we shout back, we get an angry message and we text back “F**K YOU 

PAL”. 

Sometimes we respond in the moment. There can be a number of 

downsides when responses are not thought through. 

We sometimes break rules for an immediate win; impulsive behaviour 

is all about short term gain. Evidence shows that we may break rules 

that we know protect us if our actions give us something that rewards 

us in the moment. 
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Impulsive behaviour is also what’s happening when we’re sitting at the 

computer cranking the email machine or turning up to meeting after 

meeting about meetings. Our diaries all full up with meetings and our 

inboxes are overflowing. This isn’t designed, productive time, this is 

Contingency Shaped Behaviour. We react impulsively, give ourselves 

no time to plan or prepare and just follow the sheep at the front.

Purposeful Behaviour.

Rule Governed Behaviour however is indirectly learned behaviour. You 

learn through other people’s experiences, you realise that you don’t 

have to touch every hot stove or stick your fingers into the electric 

socket to know that it’s dangerous. It’s contingent upon a verbal 

description of the behaviour but you have to know what that 

description of the behaviour means and it has to be reinforced. 

When you learn to drive you are taught to pay close attention to road 

signs. You don’t need to experience speeding past a stop sign and 

side swiping a car to know that it was a good idea to stop at the 

junction. You comprehend the reason for the rule, can see it’s benefit 

and your behaviour was reinforced. 

Rule Governed Behaviour is what allows us to live in a negative 

present for a positive future. It’s that self-will that self-control which 

allows us the delayed discounting.  We can choose the lime and 

lemonade this time and leave that third beer for another night. 

We can choose the apple over the doughnut. Not only that but we 

can derive reinforcement from our adherence to the rule rather than 

the indulgent act. 
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Rule Governed Behaviour is massively advantageous in life, parenting 

and business. It’s what we do if we follow the Ikea instructions rather 

than just throwing everything together to see what we come up with. 

It’s more advantageous to follow the instructions; you won’t poke the 

long screw in where the short one should go, breaking through the 

laminate on the side of your Malm drawer. Contingency Shaped 

Behaviour is when you just chuck everything together to see what 

happens. It has its place, it can work for stir fry. 

Rule Governed Behaviour can also be seen as purposeful behaviour. 

The downsides though (because there are downsides to purposeful 

behaviour believe it or not) are that it can lead to too much 

bureaucracy and (literally) rules. It also takes a lot of cognitive effort 

to abide by purposeful, rule governed behaviour for most of the time.  

Ideally we should aim to have a balance of both impulsive and 

purposeful behaviour because it is cognitively tiring to operate on 

Rule Governed Behaviour all the time. Therefore it is preferable to 

create an environment that supports impulsive behaviours for 

beneficial results. Behaviours that are good for our health and our 

business should be promoted. If we purposefully design the 

environment to provide the right stimulus and reinforcement for these 

actions then we don’t have to think about control all the time. 

It is definitely more effective to remove all the doughnuts rather than 

rely on self-control but, occasionally, we may come across a stray 

doughnut. If you have a well developed, practiced rule governed 

response it will serve you well. 
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Our impulsive behaviour wants us to go for the easy stuff, the quick 

win and the quick gain. It is so alluring that if we do not purposefully 

design our environment and practice rule governed behaviour, our 

default position is doughnuts.

Rewarding the loudest.

There were two donkeys, Nigel and David. Nigel is the stronger 

donkey and David is the weaker. Now this is an old fable but I have an 

update to give it some modern context. I’ll tell you the original one 

first then we’ll come to my revised version. 

In the original story these two donkeys worked for a washerman 

taking the clothes back and forth from the village to the laundry. Now 

Nigel the strong donkey can carry far more washing than David. The 

washerman rewards the strong donkey, Nigel, for all his efforts and 

gives him lots and lots of carrots. As a result the strong donkey Nigel 

carries more and more laundry and ever heavier loads. The 

washerman gives him more and more carrots and the cycle continues. 

David the weaker donkey is seeing ever fewer carrots and is also 

receiving beatings from the washerman. David has a word with Nigel 

and says “Come on mate how about we kinda share the load here? 

The boss man will be pleased with both of us, we’ll both get carrots 

and everybody will be happy. It’ll all be good and I’ll not get beaten”. 

Nigel ruminates, his big donkey jaw working over a fist of carrots. 

Eventually he replies, “Nah. I like these carrots faaar too much so I’m 

going to continue carrying lots more laundry than you and you can 

just keep on with the stick”. 
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And so the washerman keeps rewarding Nigel for his efforts. It’s not 

too long before David dies of malnourishment and beatings. Now 

Nigel has to carry David’s load too. Nigel was strong but this extra 

burden is too much and he dies too. 

No Donkeys. So the washerman goes to market and he buys two more 

donkeys, Denis and Ryan and so it continues, continues and continues 

because the washerman didn’t learn, he just kept rewarding the 

strongest donkey, a slave to his impulsive behaviour. 

In the revised Bob Cummins version, Nigel (the strong donkey) is the 

Project Manager and David (the weaker counterpart) is the Safety 

Manager. The Project Manager gets rewarded by his boss for all his 

efforts; for hitting deadlines and keeping to schedule, for cutting costs 

and coming in under budget while poor David, the Safety Manager, is 

just seen as a pain in the ass (no pun intended) and safety is 

marginalised. 

If the washerman and the boss had created a common goal they 

could have had more effective donkeys and a well-run, productive 

project delivered safely (respectively).  But this would require 

purposeful behaviour from the boss and the avoidance of his 

instinctive response to reward the strong and punish the under-

performer. 
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It would have taken Rule Governed Behaviour for the washerman to 

have  rewarded Nigel and David equally for their efforts (behaviours); 

knowing that in the long term it would have yielded better results to 

the overall goal. It would have taken Rule Governed Behaviour for 

Nigel to share the load with David an act that would have saved his 

life. 

Left to natural law and impulsive behaviour, it is likely that the 

strongest or loudest player will get rewarded most often while weaker 

team members (possibly with other fantastic untapped talents) will 

leave or fade away. 

Contingency Shaped Behaviour is more likely to occur when there is 

more temptation in the environment; more carrots. The more carrots 

we put in our work environment the higher the likelihood that the 

people who work for us will go chasing after those carrots. The more 

chocolate you put in front of yourself, the more chocolate you are 

likely to eat. 

How we feel feeds this too. If we are tired, we are more likely to be 

impulsive. The busier we are the more likely we are to go with our 

impulses. Too busy, too stressed and too disorganised (lack of 

purposeful design or strategy) leads to impulsive behaviour, leads to 

gorging on the closest carrots which inevitably leads to a competitive, 

non-collaborative approach that can destroy a company from within. 

Creating Rule Governed Behaviours (Strategy)

You stand a good chance of developing Rule Governed Behaviours if 

you can explain why it is beneficial for the performer to follow the rule 

instead of the impulse. If you can explain to those working with you 

what their purpose is, where they fit in to the organization and link 

their actions to the desired long term goal. 
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They will begin to understand the part they play and what you expect. 

You can support and reinforce their actions and if you practice this 

enough you will have a better chance of them performing purposeful 

behaviour in line with your strategy. They’ll be sacrificing some 

doughnuts in lieu of positive reinforcement for adherence to your 

strategic rule. 

If they are part of a group you can use the power of social norms to 

support adherence to the rule. It’s easier to get the newcomer to 

behave purposefully if everyone else is behaving purposefully. As your 

team become stronger and more practiced at purposeful behaviour, 

they can avoid more doughnuts, they will be able to perform tasks 

that may be slightly more difficult knowing that it will give them a 

better outcome later on. 

If the message is simple, the request is easy to follow and the 

performer’s actions are reinforced, you will be able to create Rule 

Governed Behaviours for many things that at first seemed impossible. 

Purposeful behaviour is what we want to create in business, we want 

people to do what we are asking them to do for the greater good 

rather than individual gain, however it’s not as simple as just sticking 

up a poster with a slogan or creating a procedural rule. 

We have to create a business where it is reinforcing to follow the rules. 

Where the worker, feels good about following rules because they have 

helped make them. 

If we can create a strong, transparent strategy that reinforces all to 

deliver a common goal we can get people working collaboratively as a 

team rather than separately fulfilling impulsive cravings.  
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Ask your team to create the rules that will help to deliver the overall 

strategy. Get them to describe what they should do and what they 

should avoid doing. Ask them to come up with ideas about how they 

will reinforce each other’s adherence to the rules. Ask them how you, 

as their manager can help to remove some of the temptation in the 

environment and what you can do to support their Rule Governed 

Behaviour. Do this and you will purposefully create an environment for 

success. 

Of course, there’s nothing wrong with the occasional doughnut.



Things to think about and do...

1. What do you think your behavioural integrity score is?

2. How do others view your match of say and do?

3. How good is your manager’s behavioural integrity?

4. What does your company say should happen that doesn’t  
 happen? Please give some examples. 

5. What is your role in the above? Are you allowing and  
 therefore reinforcing things to happen that are in conflict  
 with the company rules or policies? What can you do to  
 correct this? 

6. How could you use the principals of rule governed   
 behaviour to help with behavioural integrity?

7. What rules could you create for yourself that would 
benefit   you or the way you manage others?

1.

2.
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Can you get the olive out of the Martini 

glass moving only two matches?

4.

3.



5.
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6.



7.
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AND NOW 
YOU BEGIN...

...thinking space.
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