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Our behaviour is heavily influenced by what we see other 
people doing. Research has shown that the proportion of 
people dropping a leaflet on the ground rose from 10 per 
cent to 40 per cent when the number of similar pieces of 
litter already on the ground was increased from one to eight 
or more.1

Further research, about to be published in the Journal of 
Applied Social Psychology, shows that smokers were more 
interested in cigarettes after being shown a series of images 
which contained ‘no smoking’ signs in the background. 
The results suggest that campaigns against smoking and 
other unhealthy behaviour could ironically trigger the very 
behaviours they are meant to discourage’.2

Drawing attention to the frequency of this unwanted 
behaviour therefore often ‘normalises’ it and results in a 
subsequent increase in its incidence. This trait can also be 
successfully used to normalise ‘good’ social behaviour, by 
incorporating the thinking of the Nudge theory. 

This theory holds that if we’re fat, smoke too much, or 
practice risky sexual behaviour, this is largely because we’re 
lazy or have made stupid choices. These choices are centered 
in the automatic part of our brains (which dictates our 
behaviour far more than we are aware of) and ‘nudge’ takes 
advantage of this to encourage desirable social norms.3

Trials of the theory, which has been adopted by the both 
the Obama and Cameron administrations, reveal that placing 
greater emphasis on the norm and making relatively minor 
changes to language and processes can have a positive 
impact on behaviour.4

Case Study – Reducing ‘Did Not Attend’ Rates in GP 
Surgeries
In the UK, GP practices routinely highlight the large number 
of patients who fail to cancel an appointment on a large 
handwritten poster, an electronic notice board or plasma 
screen. This approach was flawed for a number of reasons, 
one of which was that the signs targeted the patients who 
actually attended their appointments and not those who 
were Did Not Attends (DNAs).

As most of the appointment booking was done over the 
telephone, the patient’s role was a passive one, and yet 
behavioural science shows that the more an individual is 
actively involved, especially in the early stages of making 
a commitment, the more likely they are to keep to that 
commitment.

During the study, patients calling to make a GP appointment 
were asked to repeat back the details of their appointment 
before ending the call, which led to an immediate reduction 
of 6.7% in DNA rates. Patients making appointments during 
clinics were asked to write down the details on a blank card, 

which, over a two-month period, led to an 18% reduction in 
DNAs.

The sign was replaced with a message that conveyed 
the number of patients who typically do turn up to their 
appointment in a timely manner (around 95%), normalising 
the ‘good’ behaviour. This sign, when used in combination 
with the active and written commitments, resulted in a 31.4% 
reduction in actual DNAs compared with the 12-month 
average.5

Changing Behaviour in Young People can be More 
Challenging
Using this approach with young people, however, needs to 
take into consideration what psychologists call the ‘Romeo 
and Juliet’ effect – the tendency to actively react against 
what they are being told to do. It then becomes clear why 
sending teenage mothers into schools to discourage teenage 
pregnancy can be counter-productive.

In this context, if young people are seeing media stories 
that normalise teenage pregnancy, and are ‘hanging out’ 
with friends who have babies, while being told by ‘figures 
of authority’ that they shouldn’t drink, take drugs or have 
sex, the explanation as to why teen pregnancy has been 
increasing becomes apparent.

This is where utilising social marketing principles and 
creating social norms has had a proven impact on behaviour 
change.

A Different Approach to  
Changing Health Behaviour

Volume 2 - Issue 48  Journal For Patient Compliance Strategies to enhance Adherence and Health Outcomes Journal For Patient Compliance Strategies to enhance Adherence and Health Outcomes  9www.JforPC.com

Patient Story

Social marketing is the application of marketing principles 
in campaigns that seek to achieve social change. It is used to 
advance a social cause, idea or behavioural change. There are 
some key principles involved in the use of social marketing; 
namely, that it:
• Targets specific groups of people
• Utilises research to build effective strategies
•  Segments audiences within those target groups and then 

tailors strategies to their needs, wants, resources and 
behaviours

England and Wales have some of the highest rates of teenage 
pregnancy in Western Europe. In 2010, 90TEN Healthcare 
was commissioned to encourage young people (YP) to use 
contraception and attend local sexual health service centers, 
with the aim of reducing teenage pregnancy by 5% across a 
12-month period.

Extensive consultations were undertaken with all the 
stakeholders involved (including young people and staff 
directly engaging with them at local sexual health services 
and pharmacists, and through youth engagement teams).

This consultation process not only provided the necessary 
research outcomes to inform our strategy, but also fully 
engaged some stakeholder champions, which included a 
large group of young people who felt empowered and had a 
sense of ownership in the campaign.

The campaign resulted in an 11% reduction in teen 

pregnancy by March 2010, and 61% of YP surveyed said 
they would discuss the campaign’s safe sex message with 
friends, or visit a GP or sexual health service provider for 
contraception and STI advice.

These are just a few examples of where the Nudge theory 
was successfully incorporated into healthcare campaigns 
to change the health behaviour of a specific segment of a 
community. Crucially, the approach should be targeted rather 
than blanket; a core part of the initial Nudge-informed social 
marketing process is not only to define types of behaviour but 
also identify potential advocates to help promote change. The 
principle can be incorporated into adherence programmes, to 
both standardise anticipated levels of acceptable medication 
adherence among healthcare professionals, and to place 
greater responsibility on, and thereby empower, the patient.
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