
The Building Blocks of 

Behavior Change

Dr. Beth Karlin



We specialize in 

● Research

● Strategy

● Design, and 

● Evaluation

of energy, health, & media 

behavioral programs.



The Building Blocks of Behavior Change

explore landscape and 

align stakeholders

determine audience 

and behavior goals

develop and test content 

and delivery strategies

launch and evaluate for 

ongoing learning

AUDIENCE BEHAVIOR CONTENT DELIVERY EVALUATE



Simon Sinek, 2009; www.startwithwhy.com

But First….

WHY
motivation

HOW
process

WHAT
program
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What’s the Alternative?



Nutrition 

Facts

5 servings per program

Serving size (1 city)

kWh saved 

per serving: 
80

AUDIENCE

Demographics

Psychographics

Context

Culture

BEHAVIOR

Type

Number

Frequency

CONTENT

Message

Strategy

DELIVERY

Medium

Messenger

Timing

EVALUATION

Metrics

Methods

Type (Process, 

outcome)

From Categories to Characteristics



Does it Work?

Your Program Desired Result



Does it Work?

Your Program Desired Result

Ingredients Activities/Processes Metrics

HOW
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Explore Landscape

• Literature Review

• Market Assessment

• Behavior Audit



Literature Review: Energy Feedback

● 100+ studies conducted since 1976

● Total n = 256,536 (mean 119/study)

● Mean r-effect size  = .1174 (p < .001)

● Average energy savings: 9%

Significant variability in effects

(from negative to over 20% savings)

Karlin, Ford & Zinger. (2015) The Effects of Feedback on Energy Conservation: 
A Preliminary Theory and Meta-Analysis. Psychological Bulletin



Literature Review: Energy Feedback

Moderators identified in meta-analysis:

Karlin, Ford & Zinger. (2015) The Effects of Feedback on Energy Conservation: 
A Preliminary Theory and Meta-Analysis. Psychological Bulletin

WHO?

Study population

HOW LONG? 

Study duration

HOW OFTEN? 

Frequency of feedback

WHAT TYPE?

Feedback medium

WHAT LEVEL? 

Disaggregation 

WHAT MESSAGE? 

Comparison 



Material Type Compared features

Channel

Website Usability, design

Social Media Presence or absence, following, uses

Materials

Presentation of membership plans Design, accessibility on website, handbook

Presentation of value-added services
Design, monetary framing, number of 

services offered

Online Handbook
Presence or absence, design, monetary 

framing

Advertising Commercials, promotional videos, flyers
Presence or absence, design, message 

framing, cultural congruence

Market Assessment: Medicaid Enrollment



Market Assessment: Medicaid Enrollment



Behavior Audit: Medicaid Enrollment



Behavior Audit: Medicaid Enrollment



Align Stakeholders



Align Stakeholders

Who one is What one knows Whom one knows

Katz, 1957



Case Study: Tip Library



TEAM PURPOSE TIP NEEDS

C & EM

Digital Comms

Corporate 
Comms

Outreach

Conservation 
program design 

& delivery

Website & 
newsletter 

engagement

Mass media 
awareness & 
engagement 
campaigns

Face-to-face 
engagement 

with customers

Longer tips 
based on 

behavioural 
science insight

Clear, concise 
tips w/ strategic 

messaging

Short, novel tips 
for online use

Novel, simple, 
& clear tips

Central Tip 
Library

Case Study: Tip Library



Case Study: Tip Library

Ability to prioritize tips

Variety of tips

Systematic approach 

to use and evaluation

One centralized library

Updated regularly

Content is researched 

and vetted
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Audience and Behaviors

Think Know

Have

Do



Listening to Your Audience

Observation1 Interviews2
Focus 

Groups3 Surveys4



Case Study: Step Up and Power Down

● Observation

● Interviews

● Focus groups

● Survey



Case Study: Step Up and Power Down

2929

Expected 

comfort 

levels

Doesn’t 

know how to 

sort trash

Desk light,  

personal fan, 

computer

Cool office temperature

Available washing 

facilities

Available recycling bins

No occupancy-based 

lighting control



Case Study: Step Up and Power Down

3030

Expectations 

around 

safety and 

convenience

Not sure how 

to fill water 

on the road

Cool boxes, 

bull pens, 

shared 

computers 

Need to “keep the lights on”

Equipment provided by 

company

Out in field most of the day

Lack of mobile recycling or 

washing facilities



Case Study: Step Up and Power Down

HAVE: Personal electronics and 

disposable items

THINK: Low understanding of the 

right actions to take.

KNOW: Aware of corporate values. 

DO: Different work schedules for 

office / field staff. 

REDUCE energy 
by unplugging 

electronics when 
not in use.

RECYCLE and 
compost by 
sorting your 

waste. 

REUSE cups and 
bottles when you 
drink coffee and 

water.

Target Audience: All staff in 3 service centers

Target Behaviors:
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Content and Delivery

Your Program Here
Change what people do by addressing barriers in terms of what 

they have, think, know, or by changing the context

Current Behaviour Target Behaviour

Think Do

Have

Think Do

Have



Link Strategies to Barriers

CommitmentSocial 
Norms

Rewards 
or Gifts

Feedback

Goal 
Setting

Competition

Wayfinding / 
Signage

Modeling Defaults

Think Do

Have

Situational
strategies 

Motivational 
strategies

Reinforcement 
Strategies



Case Study: Step Up and Power Down

Kickoff
Waste 
Week

Energy 
Week

Water 
Week

Take It Home 
Week

HVAC 
Week

Celebration 
Week

Take the 
pledge

Learn to 
sort 

waste

Test
energy 

vampires

Encourage use 
of reusable 
cups/bottles

Shutdown 
facilities for 
the holidays

Collect 
feedback 

on comfort

Celebrate 
the 

campaign





Case Study: Step Up and Power Down

Email Event
Dashboard Drawing Quiz



Testing, Testing

UX Testing

Prototyping

Qualitative

Hypothesis generation

A/B Testing 

Pretotyping

Quantitative

Hypothesis testing



Icons

Photos

Gain/Loss 

Framing

Case Study: Business Energy Reports (BERs)

Personalization

Feedback

Social Norms

Identity



Case Study: Business Energy Reports (BERs)

Icons

Photos

Gain/Loss 

Framing



“I just scan this and then 

throw it out. Sorry.” 

“It would be helpful to have 

someone show me what 

I can change here.”

41

Case Study: Business Energy Reports (BERs)



Case Study: Business Energy Reports (BERs)

Icons

Photos

Gain/Loss 

Framing
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Case Study: Business Energy Reports (BERs)
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Case Study: Business Energy Reports (BERs)



More at: http://homeenergy.org/show/blog/id/917/

Case Study: Business Energy Reports (BERs)

http://homeenergy.org/show/blog/id/917/


Icons

Photos

Gain/Loss 

Framing

Case Study: Business Energy Reports (BERs)

Personalization

Feedback

Social Norms

Identity



Information Overload

B. Karlin, 2012
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The Importance of Asking Questions

Everett, Hayward, & Scott (1974). The effects of a token reinforcement procedure 

on bus ridership. Journal of Applied Behavioral Analysis, 7, 1-9.  



Evaluation Beyond kWh

Have

DoThink

Have

DoThink

Energy Culture at start Energy Culture at end

Have

DoThink

Have

DoThink

Energy Culture at start Energy Culture at end

Intervention

Natural changes

User experience

Technology interaction

C
o
n
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o

l 
G
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u
p

T
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a
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e
n
t 
G
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u

p



Evaluation Beyond kWh

Context

Knowledge (pre)

Attitudes (pre)

Behaviours (pre)
In

te
rv

e
n
ti

o
n

Experience

Phase 1 Phase 2 Phase 3

Appropriate delay

Knowledge (post)

Attitudes (post)

Behaviours (post)

Karlin, B., Ford, R., & Frantz, C.M., (2015). Exploring Deep Savings: A Toolkit for Assessing Behavior-Based Energy Interventions. Proceedings of the 

International Energy Program Evaluation Conference. Long Beach, CA: IEPEC. 



(e.g. ratings, surveys, Customer Satisfaction (CSAT))

(e.g. sales, energy/cost savings, customer retention)

What happened?

(e.g. attendance, call volume, website visits)

What did people think about what happened?

What happened as a result of what happened?

Descriptive

Perception

Outcome

Types of Metrics



Case Study: Step Up and Power Down 

Goal 1 Employee engagement 

Goal 2
Increases in knowledge

Changes in attitude

Sustainable behaviour   

Goal 3 Decrease in resource use

● Qualitative employee feedback 

● Enrolment Data

● Campaign Feedback Survey

● Pre-Post Tests 

(1 week pre, 1-month post)

● Weekly observational walkthroughs

● Meter and purchasing data
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Thank you!

Dr. Beth Karlin

bkarlin@seechangeinstitute.com


