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Individual behavior in all spheres of life
o We mostly think of individuals as consumers, but individuals can 

also affect biodiversity in other spheres of life

o Individuals can both actively promote and counteract biodiversity 
conservation

o Relatively few behavioral studies on policymakers, corporate 
leaders, wealthy investors, community leaders, “influencers”, etc.

Broadening the conceptualization of individual behavior 
highlights the many areas where behavioral science can 

contribute relevant knowledge
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Individual versus system change
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Understanding and changing behavior

Behavior results from a complex interplay between 
individual characteristics and social, economic, cultural, 
political, and physical factors 

This means no discipline has the answer – only pieces of an 
incredibly complex puzzle

Behavioral science has much relevant knowledge but still 
has important limitations
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A framework of behavioral determinants

COM-B model: McDonagh et al.., 2018; Michie et al., 2011; West et al., 2020 
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Motivation

Motivation refers to the conscious and unconscious processes 
that direct and inspire behavior
 

Automatic motivation (System 1) is motivation that involves 
habitual, instinctive, drive-related and affective processes

o Relevant concepts: habits, emotions, impulses
 

Reflective motivation (System 2) is motivation that involves 
conscious thought processes

o Relevant concepts: intentions, attitudes, goals, plans, high involvement 
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Capability

Capability is defined as an individual’s psychological and 
physical capacity to engage in the behavior.
 

Psychological capability is capability that involves a person's 
mental functioning

o Relevant concepts: knowledge, understanding, memory, 
intelligence, self-control

Physical capability is capability that involves a person's 
physique and musculoskeletal functioning 

o Relevant concepts: physical strength, motor skills
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Opportunity

Opportunity is defined as all the external factors that lie 
outside an individual that make behavior possible or prompt it.
 

Physical opportunity is opportunity that involves inanimate 
parts of the environmental system and time 

o Relevant concepts: financial and material resources, time, 
infrastructure, features of physical environments

Social opportunity is opportunity that involves other people 
and organizations

o Relevant concepts: social norms, culture, social networks



BEHAVIOR CHANGE 
INTERVENTIONS
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Behavior change interventions 

We need to understand behavior before we intervene!
ØWho performs the behavior?
ØWhy is the behavior performed?
ØWhat is the context within which the behavior?
ØHow often is the behavior performed?

Skipping the behavioral analysis step can waste resources 
(even a superficial analysis is helpful)
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Example catalog of behavior change interventions

Balmford et al., 2021
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Example: breaking habits (motivation) 

Breaking people’s habits is difficult.

A promising intervention point is when people going through 
life transitions (e.g., moving home) – called the habit 
discontinuity hypothesis

In one study (n = 800) people received tailored information 
about sustainable behaviors. Eight weeks later, participants 
who recently relocated were significantly more likely to 
perform such behaviors than those who hadn’t (Verplanken & Roy, 
2016). 
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Example: Cooking skills (capability) 

Even incentivized behavior change is unlikely to succeed 
without the necessary capabilities to perform the new behavior.

Offering Amazonian households coupons for chicken to reduce 
consumption of wild meat was only successful when advised 
how to cook chicken (Chaves et al., 2018)

Promoting sustainable food consumption in Denmark by 
altering which recipes are taught in cooking school
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Example #3 – availability (physical microenvironment) 

Changing features of a physical environment can profoundly 
influence behavior (e.g., altering the presentation, availability, 
or position of products
 

One study altered the availability of vegetarian meals in 
three college cafeterias at the University of Cambridge (Garnett 
et al, 2019). 

They found that increasing the share of vegetarian meals to 
50% resulted in vegetarian meal sales increasing by 14.9, 
14.5, and 7.8 percentage points across the cafeterias



FEASIBILITY



Page 16

What’s feasible?
o Profound gap between countries, cities, and 

companies’ environmental pledges and actual 
progress 

o Ignoring feasibility can create an illusion of progress 
(e.g., Copenhagen’s net-zero pledge, large companies’ 
tree-planting pledges)

o … and lead to solution bias (bioenergy with carbon 
capture, tree planting, fancy technologies, etc.)

 
We need change today, tomorrow, and next year!
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Feasibility of conservation initiatives

What is the realizable biodiversity impact of initiatives?

Three key considerations:
 

1. Technical potential: What is the impact of the target 
behavior change if the initiative achieves its objectives?

2. Behavioral plasticity: To what extent can the initiative 
change the target group's behavior?

3. Initiative feasibility: What are the feasibility and costs of 
implementing the initiative? 
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Feasibility of conservation initiatives

Stern, P. C., Dietz, T., Nielsen, K. S., Peng, W., & Vandenbergh, M. P. (2023). Feasible climate 
mitigation. Nature Climate Change, 13(1), 6-8.



POLICY REFLECTIONS
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We need descriptive behavioral data 

Who does what, why, when, in which context, and under what circumstances?
 

A systematic and longitudinal accumulation of descriptive and observational data 
offers important benefits:

1. Build a stronger foundation for behavior-focused research
2. Identify which behavioral changes are feasible now and for whom
3. Identify which factors (e.g., psychological, social, economic, infrastructural, 

organizational) prevent change and undermine support for initiatives
4. Develop targeted political and organizational mitigation initiatives 
5. Provide inputs to modeling studies
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Inequality

1. Inequality in who causes biodiversity loss and 
environmental degradation
  

2. Inequality in who experiences the worst consequences 
of biodiversity loss and environmental degradation
 

3. Inequality in who influences efforts to conserve 
biodiversity (or the lack thereof)
 

4. Inequality in who will be affected by conservation 
policies/initiatives
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Implications of conservation initiatives

Social and behavioral science is not only relevant for 
studying the role of behavior change in biodiversity 
conservation

They can help examine and model the (potential) 
psychological, social, and cultural implications of different 
conservation initiatives 

For example: (perceived) wellbeing, social relationships, 
community engagement, cultural norms, and equity



Page 23

Evidence synthesis

We desperately need a centralized evidence synthesis entity to 
curate evidence on behavioral determinants, intervention 
effectiveness, and heterogeneity across individuals, behaviors, and 
contexts

Better evidence synthesis and curation will help …
1. Improve research priorities and therefore our science
2. Facilitate access to and use of state-of-the-art evidence 
3. Policymakers, organizations, and corporations to identify and 

implement more effective initiatives



CONCLUDING THOUGHTS
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Concluding thoughts
o Addressing biodiversity loss requires rapid and 

profound changes, including to individual behavior

o Behavioral science already has relevant knowledge 
to inform this transition, but there’s an untapped 
potential for a substantially larger impact 

o We need much closer interactions between the 
physical/technical sciences, social sciences, and 
policy and corporate actors 




