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Sustained behavior change is key to preventing 
and tackling future pandemics
Investment in research and programs to discover and apply the principles that underpin sustained behavior change 
is needed to address the continuing threat from COVID-19 and future pandemics and will require collaboration 
among behavioral, social, biomedical, public-health and clinical scientists.

Susan Michie and Robert West

Human behavior was instrumental in 
causing COVID-19, and changing 
it has been vital to tackling this 

pandemic. The countries that have done  
best in mitigating COVID-19’s harms  
to health and to their economies have 
rapidly and successfully persuaded their 
populations to enact large-scale behavior 
change. Some of these interventions have 
been highly effective, others have been less 
so, and some have produced substantial 
social and financial harm. In particular, 
national ‘lockdowns’ have been effective 
in keeping people from interacting, to 
reduce the spread of disease1, but they 
have been very damaging to people’s lives 
and to national economies. Therefore, 

lockdowns should ideally be used only to 
bring transmission levels low enough to be 
controllable by other policies. These policies 
include adequate ‘find, test, trace, isolate 
and support’ systems2; border controls 
and quarantine to prevent reseeding of 
infections; the creation of safe working, 
domestic and transport spaces; and the 
promotion of personal protective behaviors 
such as the use of face coverings3.

Capability, opportunity and motivation
Large-scale, sustained behavior change is 
needed to reduce the risk of, and to prepare 
for, future pandemics4. The COVID-19 
pandemic has shown that populations will 
adopt at least some of the required behaviors 

under certain conditions5. However, 
adoption has been variable across countries, 
over time and across social groups5.

Achieving sustained behavior change 
requires a sound understanding by 
policymakers and intervention designers of 
what underpins the behaviors concerned. 
For example, what does it take in all cultures 
to ensure that, where appropriate, people 
keep safe physical distances from each other, 
wear face coverings masks and disinfect 
their hands? What is needed to ensure that 
adequate ventilation is provided in enclosed 
spaces, and that people in high-risk settings 
use personal protective equipment effectively?

We provide here important behavioral 
targets for the prevention and mitigation of 
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Les raccourcis psychologiques

Présent > futur Pertes > gains Défaut > choix actif

Ariely, 2008
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La parabole du bon samaritain





La psychologie sociale

B= f(P;E)

Lewin, 1951
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LE PUBLIC REGARDE, À HAUTEUR DE BASSIN

LA PRÉSENCE D’ENFANTS REND LE CONTRÖLE SOCIAL PLUS AIGU

LE CHRONOMÈTRE ACCENTUE LA LUDICITÉ, ET DONC L’ATTRACTIVITÉ DU LIEU

LA RÉFÉRENCE AUX SPORTS TRANSFORME L’IDENTITÉ ET LA FONCTION DES LIEUX

LA PISTE DE COURSE INVITE À L’USAGE

LE CRECLE EN ANAMORPHOSE FAIT DISPARAÏTRE LE COIN



103

44

0

20

40

60

80

100

120

140

160

Avant Après

Comparaison du nombre d’actes entre les deux périodes d’expérimentation 

Extérieur

Intérieur

147

17

SNCF MOBILITÉS / DIRECTION GÉNÉRALE TRANSILIENAvec



27













Fieulaine, 2016









0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

Control Nudge

Control

Nudge











words denoting proximity and spatially proximal
arrows contained words denoting remoteness).

These results suggest that spatial distance,
temporal distance, social distance, and hypothet-
icality have a common meaning—psychological
distance—and that people access this meaning
spontaneously, evenwhen it is not directly related
to their current task. This view is consistent with
research in neuroscience. Thinking about the fu-
ture, remembering the past, and taking another
person’s perspective activate a common brain
network involving the prefrontal cortex and the
medial temporal lobe (8–10). Thus, the same
neural substrate is activated by different forms of
transcending the present.

Psychological Distance and Level of
Mental Construal
Our second hypothesis states that more distal
objects in any dimension will be construed at
a higher level. It may seem intuitive
that from far away we see the forest,
and, as we get closer, we see trees. It
is also intuitive that to see the forest
we need to step back, whereas to see
the trees we need to get closer. These
should apply, however, not only to
spatial distance but also to other
distance dimensions and not only to
visual input, where it might seem a
natural constraint of our perceptual
system, but also to conceptual abstrac-
tion. We do not literally see either
tomorrow or next year. Yet, we may
think about tomorrow in terms of trees
and about next year in terms of the
forest.Moreover, thinking of treesmay
prompt us to think of tomorrow,
whereas thinking of the forest may
prompt us to think of next year. The
link between distance and construal
has important implications for percep-
tion, categorization, and inference.

Perception. In a series of studies,
participants completed what they be-
lieved to be sample items of a task
that required abstraction of coherent
images from fragmented or noisy vi-
sual input [the Gestalt Completion
Test (11) (Fig. 3)]. Participants’ per-
formance improved from 74% correct
to 86% correct when they anticipated
working on the actual task in the more
distant future (12). Performance in the
task also improved when participants
thought the actual task was less likely
to take place (13) and when social
distance was enhanced by priming of
high social status (14). A psycholog-
ically distant perspective thus seems
to enable people to see the “big pic-
ture” better.

Although abstraction improves
the ability to perceive the gestalt in
a visual array, it has an opposite ef-

fect when the task requires attention to minute
details. Distance should therefore have a
detrimental effect on the ability to identify a
missing element within a coherent whole.
Indeed, participants did worse (57% correct
versus 65% correct) on sample items of a task in
which they had to find differences between two
pictures when they believed they were less likely
to complete the task later (13).

Categorization. We examined the effects of
temporal distance on category breadth (15) by
asking individuals to imagine an event (e.g., a
camping trip) occurring in either the near or the
distant future. For each event, participants
grouped a set of related objects (e.g., tent, ball,
snorkel) into as many groups as they deemed
appropriate. Consistent with the idea that distance
promotes the use of more abstract concepts,
participants who thought of a more distant event
created fewer, broader groups of objects.

Reduced likelihood and social distance had the
same effect (13, 14). For example, objects that
pertained to less likely events (e.g., a trip that
had a high probability of being cancelled) were
grouped into broader categories.

Actions, like objects, may be construed in
high-level terms, which link them to a super-
ordinate purpose (why one performs them), or
in low-level terms, which link them to subordi-
nate means (how one performs them). Here, too,
greater psychological distance promotes higher
levels of construal (16): Participants tended to
describe more distant future activities (e.g.,
studying) in high-level terms (e.g., “doing well
in school”) rather than in low-level terms (e.g.,
“reading a textbook”). Similar effects emerged
when actions were to take place in a spatially
distant location (17), when the actions were
framed as unlikely to actually take place (13),
and when the actor was described as dissimilar to

the perceiver (18).
Inference. We can explain

others’ behavior in terms of ab-
stract dispositions of the actor
(traits, values, and attitudes) or in
terms of specific situational fac-
tors. If someone steps on your
foot in an elevator, for example,
you might say to yourself, “she is
clumsy” or “the elevator is too
crowded.” In terms of CLT, the
former constitutes a high-level
construal, whereas the latter con-
stitutes a low-level construal. So-
cial psychological research has
shown that various forms of social
distance are associated with em-
phasizing high-level personal dis-
positions and underweighting
low-level situational factors. For
example, people’s explanation of
their own behavior emphasizes
concrete situational factors that
operate at the moment of action,
whereas their explanation of others’
behavior emphasizes stable and
personal dispositions (19, 20). In a
related vein, personal memories
that are recalled from a third-person
perspective rather than from a first-
person perspective (e.g., “try to re-
member your first day at school,
as if you are a kid again” versus
“… as if you are now watching
the kid you were”) tend to employ
dispositional (as opposed to situa-
tional) terms (21, 22). Similarly,
group perception research shows
that compared with in-groups,
out-groups are described in more
abstract terms and believed to
possess more global and stable
traits [e.g. (23, 24, 25)].

In accordance with the predic-
tions of CLT, research has found

Fig. 3. Items from the Gestalt Completion Test (11). Identifying the
pictures (from top-right to bottom left: a boat, a rider on a horse, a
rabbit, a baby) requires visual abstraction. Participants were better at
identifying pictures that they believed were sample items of a more
distant future task (12) or a less likely task (13).
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