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banks of telephonists in view with a 
scoreboard to record the number of calls 
made. My role was much enhanced, 
because we aimed to be more 
adventurous in what we covered. The 
subjects which we could feature 
depended on them being able to engage 
respondents in a positive manner. I was 
shaping the content and not merely 
dealing with the consequences thereof.

Shortly afterwards, we became a 
peak time network show, broadcast 
early on Sunday evenings (now 
presented by Joan Bakewell and Bob 
Greaves). The ratings and the response 
to the show exceeded by far those of the 
earlier format.

The parallel with public service 
campaigns is simple: timeless generic 
encouragements to ‘be good’ just do not 
work. You have to grab people’s 
attention and give them a sense of 
urgency and a reason to do something 
now!

It’s the emotional connection and not 
just reason
The item which really showed that we 
were dealing with a different range of 
interaction than any other approach was 
one encouraging people to give up 
smoking. We had assembled a pack of 
free goodies to give away containing the 
usual suspects of chewing gum, patches 
and other commercially available 
products. The pitch was simple: the only 
thing that works is you wanting to quit 
but see if any of these help. We had 
15,000 packs to give away; the trouble 
was that nearly 600,000 people 
successfully responded! We have no idea 
how many people attempted to 
respond, the phone system of Britain 

was at breaking point. The day after I 
had to appear on ITN News, appealing to 
people to stop calling. Wondering what 
to do with at least half a million people 
for whom we had nothing to offer, I 
telexed David Ennals, (then Secretary of 
State for the Department of Health and 
Social Security), asking for help and he 
immediately agreed. We met the next 
day to work out what could be done.

I thought our troubles were over, but 
the next few months were a trial of 
culture clashes. To my mind (and David 
Ennals’) we had successfully connected 
with over half a million people who 
wanted help. However, the Civil Service 
thought we must do technical work first 
to determine what should be the right 
response, for example, which wording 
would work best. In their search for 
technical excellence, they missed the 
opportunity for a quick response. How 
many people subsequently gave up 
smoking we do not know. I do know that 
the stress created in our office due to 
dealing with hundreds of calls every day 
from people asking when would they 
receive something, meant that within 
three months, I was the only member of 
our team who was not smoking!

Jumping ahead, when heading up 
ITV’s 27-hour charity fundraising show, 
our biggest critics were again operating 
with this mindset. Their criticism was 
that we should not focus on fundraising 
but should instead devote time to 
detailed in-depth documentaries 
exposing key evils. If we had done so, 
our audience would have simply 
switched off their televisions. We 
conducted detailed research on the 
impact such programmes had on 
viewers. The findings were clear; we 
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increased people’s empathy. We were 
also able to attract their attention and 
to temporarily get them to consider a 
different perspective.

What we needed then was public 
service professionals and charities 
utilising this opportunity so the change 
could be sustained. What we need now 
are public campaigns which emotionally 
connect.

Tell a story people can relate to
The 1980s saw the rise of the big 
television fundraising events. ITV had 
five such telethons, two London and 
three national. They were powerful and 
raised significant sums of money (one 
raised over £24million). Over the 27 
hours we reached large numbers of 
viewers, on occasion in excess of 
37million. We adapted these events 
from America and the BBC subsequently 
evolved its own approach. For me the 
issue was, what would make people 
make the call and make the pledge. We 
had a sophisticated way of finding this 
out: over the show we had a simple 
format – 20 minutes of network 
television coupled with 10 minutes of 
local television produced by the 
regional ITV company. In every region, 
viewers would ring a telephone number 
specific to their area. We worked with 
BT so we were able to use their network 
control centre to map the number of 
attempted phone calls made every five 
minutes to all the key telephone sites. 
We could compare this to the output in 

any region at any given time and easily 
discover what part of the output 
motivated people to pledge money.

The answer was pretty clear. Of 
course we needed celebrities and 
entertainment to attract and hold the 
audience, but viewers did not respond 
to that. What mattered were stories of 
people, people with whom they could 
relate because they could have been 
themselves or their family members. 
However, time and again we see public 
campaigns where the assumption is 
that if only we can get X celebrity or Y 
star to front it, will it be a success. 
Advertisers have learned this lesson, as 
they now increasingly use ‘ordinary 
people’ rather than awkwardly framed 
shots of celebrities ‘endorsing’ 
products. Despite this, in the public 
sector we retain this mad mix of ‘fact, 
fact, fact’ wrapped round a celebrity 
and hope that this will somehow work. 
Stories have always been central to 
human beings; Max Bygraves started 
the key part of his show with “I wanna 
tell you a story”. John Nalbandian, of 
the University of Kansas, is one of the 
key political academics in the USA. He 
has a wonderful way of describing the 
parallel, but different logic sets of 
politicians and officers. One of those 
differences is that the politician deals 
with stories, the officer with reports.

‘We’ is stronger than ‘me’
Starting in 1988, the network telethons 
were scheduled for the Sunday and 

Lessons from social marketing
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Monday of the May bank holiday 
weekend. On the first weekend there 
was horrendous rain, bad news for 
many, but a gift if you needed a large 
television audience. For the next, in 
1990, we had the reverse. An amazing 
heat wave had swept across the whole 
country. This meant that people were 
outside enjoying themselves, and were 
not watching our show. With only three 
hours to go we had raised many 
millions less than at the same point in 
the last telethon. We decided to rip up 
the remainder of the schedule and 
replaced it with an emotional 
rollercoaster that raised over £10 
million in three hours. This is still, 
despite being 19 years old, the most 
successful three hours of fundraising 
ever in Britain.

We achieved the effect you can see 
at some evangelical meetings, the 
difference being that our audience was 
not all together in one place but sitting 
at home watching their television, 
often alone. People may feel 
uncomfortable with this, but for good 
or for evil, ‘we’ is greater than ‘me’. So 
much of what we do in the public sector 
is so individually focused that we fail to 
capitalise on the fact we are social 
animals, and more prepared to do 
things when others are also doing 
them.

KISS (‘keep it simple stupid!’)
Getting people to offer to volunteer, or 
to donate money was one thing, but 

getting them to fulfil their pledge 
required more than just presuming on 
their goodwill. For our first few shows, I 
felt that our promotion of credit card 
payment was more an advert for the 
credit card companies than an effective 
fundraising tool. At the time credit 
cards were a yuppie brand, even more 
so than mobile phones and whatever 
ITV was, it was certainly not a yuppie 
channel. As the telethons worked in 
collaboration with NatWest and the 
Post Office we ensured that having 
made the pledge in the evening, people 
had a paying in slip and a simple set of 
instructions on their doorstep the next 
morning to help them fulfil their 
pledge. It was simple, unthreatening 
and easy. We kept everything at a low 
level; even the expectation about the 
size of the donation was low.

In contrast, many parts of the public 
system still have too high a barrier for 
the first step. For those who are 
unconvinced of this importance, look at 
the Obama campaign. It was a campaign 
where everyone could do something, 
and they gently encouraged you to do 
more and more once connected.

Thank and reinforce
Following a pledge every donor also 
received a thank you note from the 
Prince of Wales (our patron), which also 
reminded them of the importance of 
their donation. Communication with the 
Prince of Wales was not a common 
occurrence for our audience.

Lessons from social marketing
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Positive reinforcement of behaviour 
is something we encounter at a very 
early age, as it is core to parenting. 
Regardless, if we look at so much of 
public sector activity the attention is 
too focused on the anti-social 
behaviour of individuals. We forget to 
acknowledge and reinforce the positive 
behaviour that most of us do, most of 
the time.

None of these seven points are 
rocket science, but sometimes in 
dealing with very complex problems we 
forget that the building blocks are that 
the basic foundations on which we can 
construct very elaborate structures. 
They don’t have to be complicated; 
they just have to be there.

Joe Simpson is Director of Politics and 
Partnerships, Leadership Centre for 
Local Government. He started his career 
in the voluntary sector, becoming 
Assistant Director of CSV. He has also 
worked in television, heading up the ITV 
Telethon, working as the strategy 
co-ordinator for BBC Worldwide and the 
director of programmes for the World 
Learning Network with David Putnam. 
He is also the former National 
Programme Director for the New 
Millennium Experience. In parallel he 
had a 16-year stint as a local councillor.
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The problem with the kind of significant 
increases in public sector investment we 
have seen in the last decade is that it 
can take away the incentive to think 
differently about how we design and 
deliver services – or whether some of 
the services we have long provided are 
still making a positive difference. The 
temptation is to carry on doing things in 
much the same way but with more 
money.

The problem with reducing public 
expenditure is that we traditionally look 
for ways of making existing services 
more efficient or more productive while 
controlling their budgets ever more 
tightly. So we continue to deliver the 
same services with less money.

But while – richer or poorer– we carry 
on doing what we have always done, the 
world around us and the policy 
challenges it presents is changing – and 
it is changing in ways that can make a 
mockery of our plans and actions. Will 
we be able to resolve those problems, 
for example, by simply delivering more 
efficient, more expensive, albeit quite 
traditional public services?

If chronic disease continues to grow at 
the current rate, then the cost of the NHS 

will shoot up. Even relatively 
conservative estimates from ageing alone 
suggest extra spending of more than 
£1bn a year real just to stay still. Add in 
estimates from growing ‘lifestyle’-related 
costs such as from obesity (in the form of 
diabetes, heart disease etc.) and the 
figures get really scary. In the US, some 
analysts put the costs of obesity at 
$200bn per annum – while in the UK 
obesity has roughly doubled in the adult 
and child population over the past 15 
years, a trend which shows no sign of 
slowing. But will the provision of more of 
the same stem that tide? And will more 
of the same make any significant impact 
on our professed determination to tackle 
climate change and create a more 
sustainable environment? 

The growth of chronic disease
The reality is that unless we educate, 
persuade and influence people to 
change their lifestyles and eating habits, 
the growth of chronic diseases will 
continue. And until we persuade 
designers and their clients to take 
sustainability seriously, then our 
commitment to the environment will 
count for little when 80% of the 

Innovation through 
people, too!
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environmental impact of products and 
buildings derive from the design phase. 
In these and in countless other policy 
areas, future success will depend more 
upon influencing and sometimes 
challenging accepted behaviour than it 
will on providing a service.

Some find difficult the very thought 
of the state, local or central, becoming 
involved in influencing personal 
behaviour even though it has happened 
down the ages, not least when church 
and state were more closely identified. 
More recently too, often by force of 
legislation, government has changed our 
behaviour and attitudes towards drink 
driving, shopping laws, smoking in 
public places, the availability of divorce, 
and the acceptability of single sex 
relationships. On other occasions, 
attempts to exercise influence have 
proved less successful, leading to 
accusations of ‘nanny state’ 
government.

The influence of the state
The influencing of behaviour by the 
state is more acceptable to people when 
it involves preventing someone else 
getting hurt, such as stopping anti-
social behaviour or containing the 
spread of infectious diseases. The latter 
provides examples of some of the most 
effective behavioural interventions ever 
conducted, as well as offering useful 
clues about the kinds of approaches that 
work. For example, the UK campaign to 
halt the spread of AIDS through 
changing sexual behaviour was one of 
the most effective of its kind in the 

world, and saved tens of thousands of 
lives. It involved adverts that were 
emotionally engaging and considered 
shockingly blunt at the time. It involved 
unlikely coalitions between government 
and radical new campaign groups. It not 
only rapidly drove up public awareness 
about the transmission and impact of 
the disease, but succeeded in changing 
social norms around some of the most 
intimate aspects of our lives. Identifying 
effective advocates or messengers – 
often outside of government; using 
social networks; driving across messages 
on both emotional and cognitive levels; 
and sticking at it, are all lessons that 
apply equally to campaigns today.

It can be argued that the current crop 
of behavioural challenges we face are 
tougher, as the consequences are more 
diffuse and long term. The link between 
my driving a big car and global warming, 
or having an extra chocolate bar and 
getting diabetes, feels much looser than 
that between unsafe sex and getting (or 
spreading) AIDS. But current policy-
makers do have least one advantage 
over their predecessors – the burgeoning 
field of behavioural economics (see the 
‘Mind cap’ box, right).

The key insights of behavioural 
economics have their roots in laboratory 
based experiments from the 1970s and 
80s onwards, not least in the work of 
Tversky and Kahneman for which the 
latter was subsequently awarded the 
Nobel Prize. But a series of recent books 
have poplarised these insights, and make 
excellent holiday reading for a chief 
executive and their team. (cont, P62) 
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Seven key lessons from behavioural economics 
Messenger. Make sure the message 
comes from the right person. Expertise 
and authority make messages more 
effective. Better still are messages 
from people we know personally and 
like. For example it is better to give a 
health message from the chief medi-
cal officer than from the secretary of 
state.

Incentives and information. Prices 
have big impacts where there’s an 
alternative to buy. But make sure 
your price signal, and information, 
are present when the key decisions 
are made. For example it is better to 
put up the tax of a fuel-guzzling car 
at purchase, than the same through 
petrol at the pump.

Norms. We follow the crowd and the 
behaviour of those around us. For ex-
ample we are much more likely to drop 
litter when there’s already some on 
the ground, and more likely to recycle 
if we think people like us are already 
doing it.

Defaults. We are very likely to follow 
the default, or ‘do nothing’ option. For 
example pension savings rise dramati-
cally when employees are given an 
‘opt out’ choice, versus an ‘opt in’.
Commitment. We are far more likely 
to change our behaviour if we have 
said to someone else that we will. For 
example failure to attend appoint-

ments is slashed by the simple act of 
prompting, and waiting for, a person 
to verbally confirm that they will let 
you know if they can’t make it.
Affect. Messages that make an 
emotional connection are far more 
effective than pure information. For 
example seeing a boy kill his own 
mother by not wearing a seatbelt is 
much more effective than a statistic 
about risks.

Priming. Our behaviour is strongly 
affected by cues that precede it and 
shape our state of mind. For example 
£-signs, or the word ‘I’ in a statement 
heard previously, make us behave 
more selfishly and less likely to help 
others.

Based on work by David Halpern and 
Paul Dolan.



Perhaps most well-known is Nudge 
(2008) by Richard Thaler and Cass 
Sunstein, which explores the role and 
power of policy-makers as ‘choice 
architects’. A tried-and-tested 
alternative, widely used by marketers, is 
The Psychology of Persuasion, by Robert 
Cialdini, and for those who want to show 
that they are one step ahead, Predictably 
Irrational, by Dan Ariely.

The basic idea is simple: we use 
mental shortcuts that make us liable to 
misremember, to misjudge in the 
present; and to mispredict our future. 
Policy-makers – and citizens – can 
respond to these insights in a number of 
ways:
� First, we can stick our heads in the 
sand and be buffeted around.
� Second, we can seek to arm citizens 
with the insights to resist ‘behavioural 
predators’ urging us to eat too much, 
spend too much, or consume in ways 
that will blight us all.
� Third, we can learn to be better choice 
architects – to shape situations and 
structure citizen choices leading us to 
more beneficial outcomes for all.

But a final word of warning. If 
policy-makers are to use these 
techniques and retain trust, they’d 
better get permission from their 
residents and constituents to do so. 
Behaviour change techniques can be 
powerfully effective, but citizens need 
to feel they are partners in the process, 
not rats in a laboratory maze.

Sir Michael Bichard is editor-in-chief of 
SFI.

David Halpern is Director of Research, 
Institute for Government, London. He 
previously worked as Chief Analyst in the 
Prime Minister’s Strategy Unit (2001-
2007).
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