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L Put simply, we 
overestimate how much 
our behaviour is under 
intentional control and 
underestimate how much 
is cued by environment

CAMPENDIUM BRAINwAVES

is under intentional control and 
underestimate how much is cued by the 
environment. Policymakers and the public 
are prone to this error, reflected in the 
discourse of personal choice and amplified 
by parts of the industries that profit from 
over-consumption of their products, 
with cries of ‘nanny state’ in the face 
of regulation in favour of environments 
that enable healthier behaviour.

Realising environments that enable 
healthier behaviour across populations 
– for example, through restricting the size 
of sugary drinks sold, standardising the 
packaging of cigarette packets or increasing 
the prices of alcohol – requires some level 
of public support. Evidence is emerging 
that public support for such interventions 
increases when a risk to health is perceived, 
the outcome is valued, an intervention 
is perceived as effective at achieving the 
valued outcome, and human behaviour 
is seen as shaped more by environments 
than by ‘free will’. 

Ironically, this means that there is now 
a vital new role for effective communication 
about disease risk and its reduction, this 
time focused on increasing our support 
for interventions – often by government – 
to forcibly change environments to make 
easier the healthier behaviours that many 
of us prefer but still find difficult to achieve. 
How to increase public demand for such 
interventions is a research question to 
which my group and others in Cambridge 
are now turning.

Having eschewed research on the 
communication of risk as a poor means 
for changing behaviour, I now see it as core. 
Without public demand, other interests 
will shape our environments. With public 
demand we have a sporting chance of 
implementing what we now know is key 
to healthier populations: environments – 
physical, digital, economic and social – 
that readily enable healthier behaviours.

Smoking. Eating too much. Drinking 
too much. Moving too little. These 
four behaviours cause the majority 

of premature deaths worldwide. Enabling 
individuals to change these behaviours 
would avoid 40 per cent of cancers and 
75 per cent of diabetes. Unfortunately, 
there is no one solution for changing these 
behaviours – but there are more and less 
effective ways. My research has helped 
identify a less effective way – providing 
people with personalised information 
about their level of risk – as well as 
more effective ways, namely changing 
environments to change behaviour. 

Much of my work has focused on the 
question of whether being given a personal 
risk of diabetes, cancer and other disease 
based on genetic tests might prompt 
a change in behaviour to reduce those 
risks. What we have found is that while 
individualised risk information can alter 
a person’s perception of risk and their 
intention to change behaviour, on average 
it does not change their actual behaviour. 
Few of us would swim in waters signed as 
shark-infested, or, more prosaically, use 
a lift labelled: “It is inadvisable to use this 
lift if maintenance staff are not on duty”, 
as seen within our University. So, while 
humans are exquisitely sensitive to risk 
information concerning immediate threats 
to life and limb, we often discount the risk 
of future disease against current pleasures. 

Formulating the reasons why 
communicating an individual’s risk does 
not generally change behaviour shifted 
my research away from information-
based interventions aimed at motivating 
individuals to resist environments that 
readily cue unhealthy behaviour, towards 
less conscious routes to behaviour change 
involving redesigning environments to 
more readily cue healthier behaviour. 

The herculean task now is to 
systematically describe the characteristics 

the force is not with you  
Professor Theresa Marteau, Director of the Behaviour 
and Health Research Unit, ponders behaviour change.

of environments that shape our behaviour 
– for good and ill – including physical, 
digital, economic and social ones. At the 
Behaviour and Health Research Unit that 
I direct, our focus is upon the physical cues 
in our immediate environments that subtly 
shape behaviour. These include the design 
of cigarette packets, tableware and drinking 
glasses. The impact of some of these cues 
on our behaviour can be large and most 
often operate outside conscious awareness. 
For example, from the results of our 
systematic review of 61 experimental 
studies, we estimate that removing larger 
sized portions, packages and tableware 
would reduce the daily energy intake in 
UK adults by 16 per cent. 

One barrier to applying the results 
of this research comes in the form of the 
‘fundamental attribution error’. Put simply, 
we overestimate how much our behaviour 
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