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A NEW APPROACH FOR ENCOURAGING BEHAVIOUR 
CHANGE 

1. Introduction 
 
Dublin is the capital city of Ireland. It has a population of about 1.5 million people. It is a low-
rise city (few buildings above 4 stories), low density and wide geographic spread. Motor car 
ownership, although still below European average, has more than doubled in the past 10 
years. The Government, operating in Dublin through the City Council and the Dublin 
Transportation Office, is encouraging alternatives to car use through many initiatives for 
example: 
 

Building metro and tram lines 
Introduction of Quality Bus Corridors (QBC) 
Local infrastructure developments such as cycle ways and traffic restriction / calming 
measures to encourage walking and cycling 
 

Yet despite the expenditure of large sums of money, peoples' behaviours change (or fail to 
change) in apparently unpredictable ways. In this paper I will consider examples of 
acceptance and rejection of QBCs, and failure to bring about behaviour change in favour of 
walking and cycling to and from school by children. I will question whether the relationship 
between policy maker / authority and the target audience is merely a one-way transaction 
involving provision of hardware and infrastructure, or whether there is a secondary 
relationship involving a hidden psychological contract. I will also suggest a framework, which 
we have found useful, for identifying and measuring this relationship, and methods being tried 
out in the TAPESTRY project for 'repairing' broken contracts. 

2. Psychological Contract 
Before going further I wish to describe a definition for the concept of a psychological contract. 
Let us consider two possible scenarios for a simple every-day activity such as provision and 
purchase of clothes. 
 

1. The clothing designer assesses the need for insulation, flexibility, abrasion-
resistance and environmental friendliness (i.e. minimum impact on environment in 
manufacture and disposal). Production is carried out in a number of sizes and the 
new super 'Unicover' is launched through the State 'Body Thermal Protection Units'. 

OR 
2. The designer starts by looking at lifestyle and aspirations for her intended 
customers. Where and when will the garments be worn? What are they to achieve 
apart from covering the body? What personality are they to project and how will they 
enhance the life of the wearer? In order to achieve these objectives the designer has 
to research the audience at a personal level, i.e. beyond carrying out frequency 
counts of activities and observations of garment-wearing and measurements of skin 
temperature. By knowing her audience the designer offers benefits beyond the 
material. The purchasing contract is enhanced by promise of future personal 
advantage to the purchaser.  
 

Which approach will sell more clothes? Clearly the one where there is partnership and 
personal contract between supplier and customer. 
 
An explanation for this phenomenon is contained within Personal Construct theory. Simply 
stated it says that when two (or more) people use similar psychological frameworks in order to 
understand their own and each other's world they may then enter into a social relationship 
with each other. This is the social contract of mutual understanding of content and process of 
thinking and exhibition of behaviour. 
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3. The TAPESTRY hypothesis 
In the TAPESTRY project we are working towards creation of evaluation and assessment 
processes that will allow access to the thinking of the audience, and tools and guidelines for 
production of communications that will generate attitudinal and behaviour change. Our 
hypothesis is that new construing (thinking or attitude change) must be validated by both 
communications about a service and the physical / observable outcome on the ground. 
 
Can we demonstrate personal advantage so that people will change behaviour? Millions of 
Euro are spent every year by commercial organisations who believe this is possible. In Dublin 
we have been able to demonstrate that appropriate branding and communications together 
with delivery of the implicit personal 'promises' can lead to considerable increases satisfaction 
with and usage of public transport. 

4. Case Study 1 - Quality Bus Corridors that work 
In 1992 / 3 Dublin Bus embarked on an extensive programme of research to understand not 
only the physical or hygiene factors required of a service by customers, but also why these 
characteristics were important to people. A model comprising 176 service and brand 
attributes was built. The first CitySwift brand (bus route 39) was designed and launched solely 
from the perspective of the psychological model required by passengers. 
 

Growth of Customer Satisfaction (Route 39) Growth of passenger numbers - millions per 
annum (Route 46A) 
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The growth of the Quality Bus network in Dublin has been informed by detailed knowledge of 
the psychological contract required by customers in order to change behaviours. Since1993 
further development of brands has been driven by more detailed knowledge of their 
psychological priorities in relation to avoidance of dissatisfaction and customer loyalty. In 
other words the service provider has constantly sought to validate the behaviour choice of the 
customer.  
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Performance Indicators
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Performance criteria have 
been categorised into two 
types, those that prevent 
dissatisfaction and those 
that help to validate the 
decision to use the bus 
as a mode of transport. 

 
By possessing a detailed knowledge of the psychological priorities of the customer and 
ensuring that these qualities are delivered, the bus company is validating the construing and 
behavioural choice of the customer. This can lead to permanent behavioural change for as 
long as the behavioural choice of the customer is validated. 
 
The psychological theory we use in our interpretations is Personal Construct Theory. 
Published in 1955 this theory is in widespread use in psychotherapy, career choice and 
advertising. It was first used in industry to bring about the cultural and behavioural changes in 
British Airways staff when the organisation was privatised. Now we are using it in Dublin to 
build these models of customer need and are working towards extensions of the model that 
will enable predictive modelling of passenger growth. In the example above the following 
aspects of the theory are relevant: 
 

♦ People are not victims of the world - they have CHOICE in terms of thinking and 
behaviour. 
 Infrastructure provision alone will not change behaviour 
 Peoples' choices must be validated 

♦ Choice operates only through anticipation of PERSONAL ADVANTAGE. 
♦ People construct models of the world (e.g. bus transport) through CONSTRUCT 

SYSTEMS  
 that are ORGANISED or STRUCTURED 
 and are PREDICTIVE 

 
It has been demonstrated in many cases that behavioural change cannot be brought about by 
appealing to logic, for example in the EC project ELGAR motorists were asked (using 
roadside VMS) not to drive into the city of Bath in England when air pollution levels were high. 
High quality secure car parking was provided in a park & ride scheme. But the missing part of 
the 'contract' was that behaviour change was not couched in terms of personal advantage to 
the motorist. An accompanying campaign addressing motorists' personal concerns about 
reliability and timeliness was not provided in a way that would validate either an attitudinal or 
behavioural change in favour of park and ride. But note: it is not a demonstration that the bus 
will be reliable but a demonstration that the individual will still be seen equally or more 
reliable in his behaviour if he experiments with a change. 
 
Personal Construct Theory provides tools for accessing peoples' construct systems, for 
recording them and quantifying them at individual, market segment and population level. The 
EC project STIMULUS contains a full description of the theory and methods of data collection 
and analysis within the transport environment. 
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If we look outside the world of transport to a simple retail experience we could view the 
choice (corollary) operating like this: 
 
 I choose to use this shop because it always has what I need  
 (my time is not wasted) 
 (I am a discerning sort of person) 
 When I use it the staff are polite and attentive 
 (I am valued as an individual) 
 
These personal constructs about self are organised into an hierarchy (Organisation 
corollary). The more important the construct, the more important it is that it should be 
validated in order to support the behaviour. This is a crucial aspect of the implicit contract 
between authority and customer that the customers' priorities must be known and addressed 
for behaviour change initiatives to succeed. (OHP slide here in presentation only) 

5. Case Study 2 - Rejection of a QBC 
Recent bus company measurements of passenger numbers and ticket receipts indicate a less 
than expected usage rate on a particular route. Damage (vandalism) to buses on the route by 
children is also higher than average, for example; more than 80 instances of broken windows 
in a 6 month period. The cost to the company in terms of lost revenue and repairs is in excess 
of €500,000 per annum. This ignores the social cost of restricted mobility options due to fear 
of travel and the service being withdrawn for significant numbers of the population. 
 
The area is on the outer edge of the city, near to the countryside and the sea. The air is clean, 
car ownership is low, unemployment is high, literacy levels are low and there is little traffic 
congestion at a local level. 
 
A survey of adult passenger attitudes shows that a significant number would use the service 
more if the bus was cleaner and in better condition.  
 
(Slide showing avoidance of travel) 
Forty five percent of our sample are travelling less by bus than they want to! 
 
We know from independent 'expert' observations that the bus is clean, that it is frequent 
(mean headway about 6 minutes) and that the journey to and from the city is fast (faster than 
by car).  
 
We also know that a damaged bus is indicative (in the minds of the customers) of the 
likelihood of danger. (i.e. Their construct systems are organised in such a way that damage = 
danger, and safety is a very important construct that must be validated.) 
 
At an official level the Dublin Transportation Office, Dublin Corporation and Dublin Bus 
company are contracted only to provide infrastructure and hardware. But there is an implicit 
contract for the bus company that personal security must not only be demonstrated but also 
guaranteed. 
 
There is considerable latent demand for the bus which could be filled if the perceived risks of 
damage / danger were removed. Police and bus company records show that damage is 
caused by children. Why do they do it, and could their behaviour be changed? 
 
In a TAPESTRY case study in Dublin we have identified the psychological need of children to 
be 'noticed'. This effectively means that they want to be regarded as individuals. In addition to 
the general characteristics of the area described above there is a lack of landscaping and 
'street furniture'. There is only one bus shelter in the area and this is outside one of the 
schools. It too is vandalised. It is a bleak, but open and green urban landscape. (Photo here) 
 
One way that children have developed of being 'noticed' is to commit what we regard as 
crime, e.g. graffiti, damaging bus seats and throwing stones at the bus. (OHP slide here) 
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Focus groups with the children and quantitative analyses of positioning of the bus company 
revealed another important facet of their construing systems. They want to be treated fairly. 
They believe that the bus company and the police treat them unfairly. It is also unfair that 
some children are rich enough to be able to afford the bus fare, others are not. The following 
(Principal Components Analysis) diagram illustrates how negatively the bus company is 
viewed and how children can validate their construing and behaviour. 
 

Dublin Bus

Teachers

Friends
Gardai

Concerned for my safety

Treat me fairly

Caring

Helpful/Useful

Cool

Not Caring

Not Helpful/Useful

Not fair & not cool

Not concerned for my safety

 

The bus company is seen as not 
caring about personal safety.  
 
It is not fair. It does not enter into a 
relationship with the children. Even 
the police (Gardai) have a better 
relationship. 

 
Projective techniques using cartoons and other images yielded more information. 
 

For the chase, OK if no one hurt
Getting own back when
authority not fair

This is art, cool OK to do
anywhere  

 
An important aspect of Personal Construct Theory is that it supposes that people are naturally 
challenging, proactive and learning, or in PCP terms - 'aggressive'. It means that people 
constantly test the world, try to make sense of it and do things to understand more and to 
validate their construct systems. In this sense there is no difference between the stone 
thrower and the student who reads a book! (Or even ourselves at a conference.) 
 
There is a clear distinction, for these children, between acts that are challenging the current 
relationship between Authority and children, and acts (such as graffiti writing) that are seen 
(by them) as totally harmless - but nevertheless associated with expressions of individuality 
(making your mark, being known). 
 
Our challenge is to devise campaigns for the children that will reduce their vandalism and for 
the public that will reassure them that the bus is now a safe mode of travel. To do this we 
must change the psychological construing systems of both groups in order to demonstrate 
advantage and personal validation of new ways of thinking. 
 
Before moving to campaign design and implementation we need to consider the 
psychological contract needs of two other groups of actors on this transport stage. They are 
the bus drivers who are often the victims of assault / attack and the police who have to deal 
with the victims and offenders. 
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Unexpected 'leaders' have appeared. They are bus drivers (including their Union 
representative) and junior rank police officers have brought about spectacular results in terms 
of damage reduction. (Diagram here) 
 
These pioneers, often working in their own time, have gone to the schools and sat with 
children learning about their point of view. Note that this behaviour alone is validating part of 
the children’s' needs - to be noticed / taken notice of. They are taken to a bus depot and 
asked to choose between sitting on an undamaged clean bus and one that is soiled and 
damaged. (They naturally choose the former.) Finally the role of the bus in the life of 
themselves and their families is explored (gets Dad to work, gets me to town to the cinema). 
We know from research that the bus is already seen as 'useful' so it is a logical step to build 
the psychological link between usefulness and preservation of bus condition. 
 
Finally, a most import part of this social experiment is the validation of the new construing. In 
order to achieve this the children take part in competitions for which there are substantial 
prizes for classes as a whole. Other rewards include visits (by bus) to places of interest. 
Everybody can feel good about joining together in successful new behaviours. 
 
The semi-unofficial nature of these campaigning activities mean that authority as a whole is 
still outside the 'contract'. Only the local actors are party to it (and success only occurs 
locally). A role of the TAPESTRY project will be to identify specific aspect of campaign and 
social contract so that models of communication and other supporting actions can be built for 
testing in other parts of the city with similar problems. 
 
From this case study we have learned so far that roles and personal priorities of all the actors 
in the scenario need to be investigated and made explicit. In this case we: 

♦ know the psychological needs of the public (safety) 
♦ know that children need to be noticed and the bus is currently seen as unfair to 

them 
♦ know that children behave aggressively in order to demonstrate that the contract 

is unfair - they seek to redress the balance 
♦ do not know the position and needs of parents and teachers 
♦ anticipate that drivers and police see personal advantage in reduction of damage 

and attack 
♦ know that a new psychological contract can be achieved between the actors at a 

local level 
♦ expect that the priorities of the policy-makers for demonstrating their personal 

success at work is the delivery of infrastructure and hardware on time and 
within budget. 

 
Wherever change has been successful it is because of a mutual understanding of needs and 
position followed by validation of attitudinal and behavioural choices. 
 
Nothing in this case study indicates that choice processes are driven by regard for 
sustainable mobility, environmental issues or long-term policies for urban development. We 
expect that any communications along these lines would not even be seen by the adults or 
children within his area. These are not psychological priorities for them. 
 
Finally we must remember that in any social environment where peoples' psychological needs 
are not being met, they will appear to those outside to be behaving in aggressive or irrational 
ways. This is because of the constant psychological need to validate every belief and 
behaviour. Children damage buses, motorists avoid traffic schemes by seeking out 'rat runs' 
through residential areas in order to foil the planners, and children ungratefully ignore the 
expensive infrastructure designed to encourage them to walk or cycle. Planners have not 
entered into an appropriate contract with their publics. 
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6. Case Study 3 - Walking and Cycling to School 
Within the Health and Environment cluster of the TAPESTRY project we are studying the 
psychological makeup of schoolchildren and their travel preferences so that we can design 
appropriate campaigns to bring about behaviour change in favour of walking and cycling at 
the expense of use of the car. 
 
Early results indicate a considerable level of desired change - especially in the direction of 
cycling. 
 
How do you travel to school? How would you like to travel to school? 

car

52%

school bus

2%

other bus

9%

cycle

3%

walk

32%

0 

34 

 

car

23%

taxi

3%

train

2%

school bus

6%

other bus

2%

cycle

48%

walk

20%

other

5%

0 

31 

 
Given this apparently overwhelming market 'demand' that car use should fall to 23% we need 
to examine the barriers to change. 
 
Preliminary results from TAPESTRY lead us to envisage a social communications structure 
like this:  
 

Children -
travellers to
and from
school

Parents

Policy -
makers

Infrastructure

I want to walk / cycle

Bullies /danger
road safety  

The conventional supposition is that the introduction of 
infrastructure will communicate the 'correct' messages to 
children and parents. The desire from (some) children is to be 
more independent and walk or cycle. Parents in turn have to 
trust (and communicate trust) to the children. Unfortunately the 
fear of lack of road safety, being approached by strangers and 
bullied are inhibiting factors to change, the majority of which are 
not within the scope of a traditional transport engineering 
approach. 
 
The presence of traffic calming and other infrastructure does not 
automatically communicate 'safety' to parents and children. 
 

 
'Authority in the Republic of Ireland consistently fails to deliver on the question of 'safety from 
others' by a legal system that makes it impossible for children to be escorted in groups to and 
from school on foot by a few volunteers (virtual bus). Perhaps part of the 'partnership' in this 
case would be for the Government to solve the legal problems that make such initiatives 
possible. Infrastructure cannot change the law and remove fear. 
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One of the important aspects of advertising and communications is the credibility of the 
message. Consider the following survey results: 
 

Intentions to change behaviour 
The school (brown colour) has cycling 
infrastructure. That in turquoise has none. 

 

Profiles for the variable 'School'

Reduce by car

Less car if PT bette

Cycle if safer

Cycle if friends did

Cycle if facilities

Cycle parents allow

Cycle no uniform

Walk parents allow

Walk if friends did

Walk if safe route

Intend to cycle more

Intend to walk more

Encourage parents

1.0 5.0

Sandyford National St Cronans  

The brown school is in an urban environment, the 
turquoise school is semi-rural. 
 
In theory more of the 'brown school' should want 
to cycle. 
 
There are two problems. Although standard 
specification cycle lanes and speed control 
measures have been installed they do not work. 
There is a lack of credibility. 
 
The turquoise school has no infrastructure 
measures. This school is located on the foothills 
of mountains and is less appealing to walkers, but 
apparently appealing to cyclists. 

 
But we have a problem. There is a barrier to change that has nothing to do with traffic and 
transport planning. 
(OHP slide 12) 
Perceptions of problems according to preferred mode of travel 

Profiles for the variable 'LIKE to travel'

Drop off jams

Road safety

Fitness/health

Approached/followed

Being bullied

Crime

Weight of bag

1.0 5.0

car cycle walk  

Those who would prefer to travel by car are also 
more afraid of being approached by strangers or 
of being bullied. This is particularly true in one 
location in Northern Ireland where it may prove a 
complete barrier to change. 
 
The car is a safe place. (Despite evidence to the 
contrary that it is damaging to health through poor 
air quality.) 
 
Choosing to travel on foot or by cycle may 
become invalidated if there is danger. An 
invalidated decision is more difficult to change 
again than one never made. 

 
Analysis of the psychological structure shows that there are two independent clusters of 
constructs; one concerned with crime and personal safety, the other concerned with numbers 
of cars on the road and influence over parents. (OHP) 

Awareness of problems - ClusteringAwareness of problems - Clustering

CrimeCrime

Approached/followedApproached/followed

Being bulliedBeing bullied

Encourage parents to use Encourage parents to use 
car less for school journeyscar less for school journeys

Something should be done to Something should be done to 
reduce number of children reduce number of children 
coming to school by carcoming to school by car  

These are functionally independent clusters of 
constructs. It is likely that the constructs about 
personal safety are more important than those 
about reduction in the number of cars. Therefore 
if a choice to travel on foot or cycle is invalidated 
by experience of personal danger so too is the 
modal change invalidated and the person will 
easily revert to car use. 
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Our work in this area is at an early stage. We need to discover more about the other actors; 
parents and teachers. We also need to study the physical environment in more detail. For 
example does a cycle-way on a road that is too narrow support the overall credibility of the 
safety of the routes to school in this particular area? (OHP slide - photo example of 
inadequate safety of cycleway on a narrow road.) 
 
We cannot do this by merely publicising the material aspects of the infrastructure.  
 
In her study of commercial advertising Naomi Klein has demonstrated that branding and 
associated symbolism are now all-important. (OHP slide here) 
 
(Source Naomi Klein ' No Logo'.) 
People, especially children are now more attracted by brand values than functionality. Brand 
values are aspirational. Children purchase brands, not functionality. Can cycling be made 
'cool'? Are there personal and social advantages to offer? (Health may not be one of them - 
old age is too far away!)  

7. A Model for Advertising Effectiveness 
Pilot studies carried out for the DETR (UK) demonstrated that there may be a model for 
advertising design that will lead to more effective campaigns.  
 
Individual campaign attributes were correlated against 'campaign success (as indicated by 
observed behaviour change or revenue increases) we can see that there are some critical 
attributes that must be delivered. 
 
OHP slide here  
 
Other research in the UK and Ireland has shown the need for advertising communications to 
have a creative style that relates to the life and life context of the audience, it must also have 
credible 'message givers that also relate to the audience. In other words, communications 
must address not only tangible aspects of the life of the target, but also demonstrate a 
connection and support for aspirations and future personal benefit. Design of such 
communications can only be successful if as much as possible of the psychological contract 
with the user is known. 

8. Summary 
In this paper we have attempted to demonstrate that marketing communications must be 
more than clever creations of the creative department of an advertising agency. And 
behaviour change needs more than presentation of infrastructure and hardware to the 
audience. If we are to bring about long-lasting behaviour change in favour of use of 
sustainable transport and more healthy life-styles we must take more account of the 
psychological contract or partnership between user and authority. 
 

♦ Partnership means creating a psychological contract in which the 'supplier' must 
know how the user thinks 

♦ Partnership must offer personal advantage to the audience 
♦ These personal advantages must be capable of being validated 
♦ Peoples' value systems are hierarchically structured and ordered so that values 

interconnect and have implications each for the other (damage = unsafe) 
♦ Reactions to transport modes may arise because of other factors in peoples' 

lives. As part of partnership we must understand them 
♦ Mobility management has no meaning for people unless presented from a 

personal (not social or environmental) perspective. (Unless the audience is 
already motivated by being 'green') 

♦ People working closely with the audience are often more in touch with what the 
real needs are for creating partnership 

♦ A desire to change behaviour in favour of more healthy lifestyles and public 
transport usage may be psychologically blocked by other factors which the public 
also expect authority to sort out (legal and institutional barriers) 

♦ Be a psychological partner - not a dictator 
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